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Chapter 1




The last day of the world arrived with little warning. A scouting report sat unread in an office. The lights were off and moonlight shined through the window. If somebody scanned the report, he’d learn about unusually powerful activity in the nearby demonic portal.

The owner of the office, Nathan Martel, stumbled in and fumbled with the light switch. Two wrought iron lamps flickered to life as magic ran into the lighting elements within them. Nathan scanned the room for a few moments. His dark blue officer’s jacket hung off his shoulders, and his shirt buttons were undone. Given his unkempt black hair, it seemed unlikely he was here for work.

His eyes fell on the report. He picked it up, flicked through it, then frowned. He hesitated, going over it once more. Almost a minute passed in silence while he considered what he had read.

Then he snapped the report shut, dropped it on his desk, and turned off the lights.

The report could be dealt with in the morning. He had an alluring subordinate waiting for him in his bedroom.

Light crept into Nathan’s bedroom at dawn. He was already awake. He remained under the silk sheets of his bed as the sun’s rays crept over his face. His eyes were wide open, and he stared at the black hair of the woman sharing his bed. A bushy black tail lay wrapped around his body as he spooned her, and her tufted black cat ears twitched every few seconds as she dreamed.

Nathan absently rubbed her belly while they spooned. His mind was elsewhere. He glanced at the ticking clock on the wall. The ornate golden hands had moved by at least an hour since he last looked. Licking his lips, Nathan realized he needed to get up. The bed was alluring, but work needed doing.

He rolled out of bed and the woman stirred. She tossed the sheets aside as she blindly groped for him, her eyes still closed.

“Nathan,” she moaned. “Come back to bed.”

“Go back to sleep, Jafeila,” he said.

She opened her eyes and pouted at him. Her arms reached for him, palms out and welcoming. He kept his expression still, but found it difficult. She knew his weaknesses. Every muscle in his body called him back to bed.

“You know you want to,” she sang. “Come on, this is the first time I’ve had you to myself all week.”

“Go back to sleep,” he repeated. “I’ll join you once I finish something I should have dealt with last night. It’s probably nothing.”

She blinked at him and lowered her arms. Her brow furrowed as Nathan retreated into the adjoining bathroom.

The rhythmic pulsing of hot water on Nathan’s back allowed him to focus his thoughts. Something about that scouting report was off. He was no stranger to stopping demonic invasions, but he couldn’t put his finger on what was wrong with this report. Little things jumped out in his mind that didn’t add up.

Handling this was Nathan’s duty. He was the Bastion of the Far Reaches, and the commander of this frontier fortress. As Bastion, he had special magic to suppress demonic portals and destroy their armies. And only Bastions could create Champions, who were magical warriors with the power to destroy entire armies of demons single-handedly.

Nathan turned the shower off with the brass taps and dried himself off. A clean and neatly pressed uniform lay in a basket near the door. He smiled at the sight. For years he had refused to accept any servants, but somehow his subordinates kept sneaking in and doing pointless things like this. This morning it saved him the trouble of putting together his own uniform and appearing ragged.

Given the choice, he would have chosen to appear ragged rather than waste any more time. Every passing minute weighed on him. The voice of experience warned Nathan that he had made a grave mistake last night.

Jafeila stared at him when he stepped out into his bedroom in full uniform. She was curled up around his pillow, her tail pressed against her face and ears flat against her head.

“This isn’t ‘probably nothing,’ is it?” she asked.

Nathan frowned. “‘Probably’ means that it may also be something.”

“Don’t be coy,” she said.

She sat on the edge of the bed and glared at him. Her tail swished back and forth along the sheets and sometimes brushed her curvy thighs. Her large bust bounced with her movements, drawing his eye to the three glittering amethysts inset directly into her collarbone. Those gems marked her as one of Nathan’s most powerful Champions.

Nathan sighed. “I need to follow-up on a scouting report I saw late last night. Something about it doesn’t sit right with me.”

“A scouting report?” Jafeila repeated. Her eyes narrowed. “This is about the portal, isn’t it?”

“Could it be about anything else?”

“It could be a war…” she trailed off, her lips thinning.

“Against who? Falmir is the last nation left on Doumahr.” Nathan laughed bitterly. “I’m hoping it’s nothing, but…”

“If you’re this torn up over a scouting report, then it’s not nothing,” Jafeila said. She stood. “I’ve only been with you for a few years, but I know your reputation. Something is very wrong.”

Nathan appreciated the ego-stroking.

“Give me a minute to clean up and I’ll join you,” she said.

He held up a hand. “No. I’ll go now.”

She blinked and her tail froze. It resumed its movement a moment later.

“I need you to gather Narime and Vala,” he said.

A pause.

“You think you’ll need all three of us?” she asked, running her hand over the three gems in her collarbone.

“If it’s as bad as I suspect, I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

Jafeila looked away for a moment, then back. “Right. I’ll clean up then get the other trigem Champions. Should I let anyone else know?”

“Not yet. Once we know more, I’ll let the three of you take charge,” he said.

Before he could take a step toward the door, Jafeila intercepted him. Her arms and bushy tail coiled around him. She pulled his head down and crushed her lips against his. He reciprocated instinctively, his tongue slipping inside her mouth and eliciting a moan from her.

When she pulled away, she had a grin on her face. “I’ll see you in a little bit,” she said impishly.

Nathan left his bedroom. The halls were dimly lit. Only one out of every three lamps were on, a measure to save magical energy when nobody was around. The moment he stepped into the hall, every lamp lit up as motion-detecting magic sensed his movement.

“Bastion, good morning,” a woman greeted Nathan. She stood next to the door in full plate armor, a longsword at her side and a tower shield strapped to her back.

“How long have you been standing guard, Ciana?” Nathan responded. He glanced around the hall. Had she been standing perfectly still? He couldn’t imagine how else she had avoided activating the lights.

Ciana was a curious woman. Only slightly younger than Nathan, she had served as a Champion under several Bastions until he finally recruited her. She had platinum-blonde hair and a fine silken horse’s tail. A pair of diamonds shined from within the gorget of her armor. A single iridescent horn protruded from her forehead, parting her platinum bangs and marking her as one of the rarest of the beastkin: a unicorn beastkin.

Neither Ciana nor Jafeila were human, like Nathan was. They were beastkin, a race of humanoids with animal-like features such as ears and tails. Their appearance varied significantly based on the region their race originally came from. Many beastkin races had been lost to history over the centuries. Ciana’s race of unicorns were so close to extinction that Nathan had never seen another in his thirty-plus years.

“Sen and I changed shifts four hours ago. Sunstorm was to guard you during the day, but it appears you have work to do early in the morning,” Ciana said. “The scouting team—”

“I saw their report last night. I’m heading to the monitoring station now,” Nathan interrupted.

Ciana followed behind Nathan as he walked through the empty stone hallways. The fortress was sprawling, but Falmir had long stopped supplying enough soldiers and staff to keep the place full. Nathan’s power as Bastion kept the fortress running regardless of how many people were present.

A half-dozen men and women sat at glowing desks in the monitoring station. Holographic charts and figures hovered above the occupied desks. Another twenty or so desks were unoccupied and unlit. The far wall was lit up with more charts and figures, and formed a central monitor for Nathan and everybody in the room to use as an overview. A pair of statues stood in the far corners, depicting the Watcher Omria, the only goddess of the world.

Nathan froze as he entered the room, his eyes running over the central display. Ciana’s hand closed around his arm. She looked up at him in concern.

“Bastion, you’re here early,” an analyst said, noticing Nathan’s arrival. “Have you seen—”

“Have you confirmed the scouting report?” Nathan interrupted.

He strode forward into the center of the room. Everybody stopped what they were doing and looked at him. Looking around at their faces, he realized they didn’t understand what they had given him last night or what they were looking at.

“Well, all night we’ve been—” the lead analyst began to say, but stopped when Nathan looked at her. She gulped. “No, sir. None of our readings match what the scouts reported about the portal. Monitoring devices installed next to the portal, scanners in the walls, and even the leyline activity readings built into the fortress are all at normal levels. The sorcerers can’t detect anything out of the ordinary either.”

Nathan nodded slowly. “You’ve re-calibrated everything?”

The lead analyst paused and looked to her subordinates. They nodded. “Yes, sir. At least what we can. We don’t doubt the scouts, but…”

“Do the calibration again. Tell Captain Murdas to send out a different team of scouts. I’ll check the binding stone and see what I can read from the fortress and leylines directly,” Nathan ordered.

Nothing happened for several long seconds. Nathan sighed.

“We need to confirm if the scout report is correct. If it is, then I know what is happening and can take the appropriate countermeasures,” Nathan explained, looking each of his analysts in the eye one by one. “If it’s wrong, then we can all get some sleep and laugh this off as a false alarm. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” the analysts said in unison.

While the analysts got back to work and several left the room to contact others in the fortress, Nathan turned inward.

Lurking beneath the surface of Nathan’s mind was a gargantuan presence. It seemed to grow in size as he turned his attention to it, threatening to consume his mind. With long practice, he dove into it—mentally, that is.

What had appeared to be a singular, all-consuming entity revealed itself to be a sprawling mass of mental nodes and magical links. Nathan followed a mental tether to the closest node. This was the binding stone of this fortress.

Nobody knew who created the binding stones. They littered the world of Doumahr like discarded relics of an ancient race, but even the oldest records of the First Peoples stated that they were here before them.

What Nathan knew was that Bastions trained themselves to control binding stones, and through them, they controlled the world around themselves. Through the fortress’s binding stone he sensed the world around the binding stone in impossible detail: the temperature of the earth; the heartbeats of every person inside the fortress; the flow of magical energy through the leylines connected to the binding stone.

Time passed at a fraction of a rate it did normally. Nathan watched Ciana blink in slow motion. Her brow was furrowed, her worried expression cute despite the circumstances. She still held onto his arm. He couldn’t feel her grip.

That was the price of focusing his senses through the binding stone. He lost access to his body’s senses for the duration. Fortunately, he normally only used the binding stone for brief periods and the time dilation effect prevented him from coming to harm or missing anything important.

Nathan pulled away from the fortress’s binding stone, and the web of leylines and other binding stones under his control.

Only seconds had passed in the world around him. He looked around.

“Nathan?” Ciana asked quietly.

He ruffled her hair, his hands tickling her pointed horse ears. She gave him a flat look.

While Nathan liked playing with the hair of his Champions, and especially tickling the animal ears of the beastkin, many of them expressed a preference for him not to ruffle their hair. Naturally, he did it anyway.

“I can’t sense anything through the binding stone,” he said. “But I expected that. There’s… something off about it.”

“Off?” she asked.

“Do you ever get that feeling of ‘too normal?’” he asked.

“Sometimes. Is that what this is?”

“Probably.”

Nathan took a seat. The desk lit up with fancy holographic diagrams, but he ignored it. Only the return of another scouting team could confirm or allay his fears. Ciana stood next to him.

Almost an hour later, Jafeila entered with two other Champions. All three women had a trio of gems inset into their collarbone. These were Nathan’s trigem Champions. His greatest warriors.

“What the hell? All readings are normal? I thought you said there was a problem, Fei?” one of the new women said. She was Vala, a human Champion. Her body was noticeably thicker than the other women, with thighs capable of crushing a man’s skull and plenty of muscle packed in under her uniform.

“Eh? But I…” Jafeila trailed off when she saw Nathan’s expression.

The remaining trigem Champion stared at Nathan, her expression darkening. She glanced up at the central monitor, then looked at the busy analysts nearby.

“You think it’s a Messenger, don’t you?” she said.

Nathan scowled as the room froze. Everybody looked at the Champion who had just spoken, as if in disbelief at the words that had come out of her mouth.

“I am waiting to confirm the scouting report,” Nathan said after several moments.

The last trigem Champion was Narime, a mystic fox from the now-uninhabitable Kurai Peninsula, and she was as wise as she was outspoken. Seven voluminous silver fox tails hung behind her slim, buxom frame, and her robe was severely cut to accentuate her figure and reveal her luscious thighs.

Narime pointed a finger at Nathan.

“But if it’s correct, then there’s little else it can be,” she said.

“Yes,” he admitted.

“Wait, how can we get a Messenger when our demonic activity readings are this low?” Vala asked. She scratched her head, making a mess of her dense brown hair.

“Messengers can interfere with our detection magic,” Narime explained. “We’ve seen it in the past. It’s how they conquered Trafaumh practically overnight.”

“A Messenger?” an analyst blurted out. The others exchanged terrified looks, although at least one seemed lost.

“Um, what’s a Messenger?” the confused analyst asked. He shrunk in on himself when everybody glared at him.

“Don’t look at him like that,” Nathan admonished his subordinates. “All of you were like him once.”

Jafeila nodded. “I remember being like that a little too vividly, back when I first fought a Messenger during the fall of the Anfang Empire. They’re the generals of the demonic armies. The weakest of them are equal to a trigem Champion. The stronger ones have taken out multiple Bastions.”

“Multiple weak Bastions,” Vala corrected. “I don’t remember any Messenger ever defeating a Bastion with three trigem Champions. And Nathan has countless duogem and monogem Champions. We’ve got this.”

The room calmed down at Vala’s projection of confidence, but both Jafeila and Narime remained reserved. Unlike Vala, who had fought under Nathan all her life, the two of them came from nations that had fallen to Messengers. They knew the true power of the demonic threat, even if Nathan had eventually been the one to slay those Messengers.

“We can’t let our guard down,” Nathan said. “Messengers vary in strength too much, and I don’t want to lose anyone.” He looked at each of his Champions, and they smiled in return. “If the scouting report confirms my suspicions, we’ll ready everything we have.”

Another hour passed. Captain Murdas reported in person, carrying handwritten notes from the scouts. He saluted upon entering and focused on Nathan. Two of the trigems, Vala and Narime, hovered on top of him, while Jafeila lingered behind him.

“Bastion, I have the second report here,” Murdas said. “Do you want the summary, or the details?”

“Does it differ at all from the first report?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t need the report.” Nathan sighed. “Send your scouts back out to place the live monitoring crystals. We’ll need them in place as soon as possible.”

Murdas nodded, a grimace crossing his face. He saluted again. “I’ll get everybody to work now.”

His footsteps echoed in the room after he left. Then, silence.

Nathan drummed his fingers on the desk. All eyes turned to him. The analysts, Jafeila, Ciana, Narime, and Vala.

“We have to assume this is a Messenger,” Nathan said. “If the portal is showing signs of physical activation, but all the readings are telling us the opposite even after calibration and double-checking, that means somebody is tampering with our readings. In the past, that’s always been a Messenger.”

He looked at his trigem Champions, who were almost sitting on top of him.

“The three of you know our defensive plans. Vala, you have the outer layer of walls. Narime, you take the inner wall and provide support fire and command the summons. Jafeila, the inner fortress is yours, as well as the siege weapons and reserve force. Should Vala need to retreat—”

“I won’t, so don’t waste your breath reexplaining things,” Vala said, rolling her eyes. She plopped herself into Nathan’s lap. Her dark brown hair blocked his vision for a moment as she cuddled against him. “You’re always such a worrier. Just let us lovely Champions take care of you.”

One of her hands wandered below his chest and down to his crotch. He held back a gasp. This needed to stop before it went too far, he thought.

“Enough, Vala,” Narime said with huff at her rival.

She leaned in and pulled Vala away from Nathan. The brunette collapsed unceremoniously on the floor with a laugh. Not that Narime let her own opportunity pass. Her lips closed over Nathan’s and her tails closed around him like a fluffy prison.

“Although she’s not wrong. You should find some time during the battle to prepare for our celebration,” Narime breathed out after the kiss. She winked at Nathan and pressed her breasts up as she pulled away.

“You shouldn’t tease him so much,” Jafeila whined.

“You don’t tease him enough,” Vala said. “Anyway, let’s get down to brass tacks and sort out our battle plan. Make sure to prep the summons for us, Nathan.”

The three of them left the monitoring station. Nathan pulled himself together and sighed. Vala’s last request was important. He needed to summon as many defenders as possible using his binding stones. Ciana ruffled Nathan’s hair while he was distracted, and he glared up at her.

There was an army on his doorstep, and only hours to prepare for its arrival.

Once he won this battle, he could go back to his normal day-to-day life as the ruler of this fortress, with countless dedicated Champions and soldiers. A life spent fighting off the unending waves of demons.


Chapter 2




Aclear image of the demonic portal shimmered on the wall of the command center. Three demonic portals, actually. Nathan had never seen a portal split apart like this.

A visual feed of the portals was projected onto the stone wall at the far end of the room. A couple dozen administrative staff monitored terminals powered by the binding stone’s magic. Uniformed soldiers stood guard nearby.

In the center of the room glowed a three-dimensional projection of the fortress. Innumerable blips of light dotted the hologram and marked life signs. Many gold chevrons moved about within the projection, and these indicated Champions.

Nathan looked back at the portals. They looked like tears in the fabric of the world itself. Black and white scars that stood dozens of meters high and flickered strangely. Staring at them brought stars to Nathan’s eyes and a sharp pain in the back of his head.

The pain was muted because Nathan was staring at an image of the portals, rather than the real thing. Nathan imagined how painful it must be to be outside. Normally, a projected image only caused mild discomfort. Nathan’s growing migraine proved this portal was different. This might even be the worst portal he had encountered in over a decade of fighting demons.

Not that he needed any reminding of that fact.

Beneath the portal was a heaving, seething mass of demons. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Nathan didn’t know how many demons there were. The monitoring devices still didn’t work, so he couldn’t get an accurate estimate. His scouts estimate had been so enormous that Nathan had refused to share it with anybody else.

The wasteland surrounding the portal was vast and ringed by steep cliffs. Demons covered every inch of the bare volcanic rock. And every single one of them pushed their way forward, toward the valley that led to the fortress.

Explosions rippled through the mass of monsters occasionally. They were the work of long-range siege weapons that took out entire formations in conventional battles. Here they appeared completely ineffectual. By the time the dust cleared, the demons had already filled the gap created by the dead. An endless tide of animalistic demons poured forth from the portals. Fortunately, the monitoring crystals didn’t capture sound.

Nathan knew from experience how awful the sounds were. How terrifying it would be to be a Champion on the front line.

Vala…

The visual feed cut out. The fortress shook and dust fell from the ceiling. Screams rung out. Hands grabbed at Nathan’s arms.

“Nathan!” Ciana shouted.

“We’re fine,” Nathan said, shaking her off. The other hand didn’t let go.

“Ifrit… Ifrit says we should retreat,” a young woman said. She didn’t have any gems inset into her collarbone, but she emanated magical power. One hand clasped Nathan’s arm, and the other wrapped itself tight around her stomach.

Nathan frowned, feeling troubled by the words. “We’ll be fine, Sen. I have you here.”

He ruffled her white hair. Despite looking just shy of twenty, she was the same age, if not older, than Nathan. In exchange for her immense magical power, she had stopped aging.

“But… Okay, Nathan,” Sen said. She tried to look brave, but the inner voice of Ifrit was clearly troubling her.

“She’s right,” another woman said. A single onyx was buried in her upper chest. “This reminds me of when I saw the demons invade Aleich and bring down the Anfang Empire. The demons appeared to be endless. Just like now.”

Ciana looked away, her face pained. The Empire was her homeland, and she had fought during the fall of Aleich, when the Empire had been destroyed over a decade ago.

The fortress shook again, but nobody screamed.

“Vala, status report,” Nathan asked aloud. He spoke into a device embedded in the command terminal. “And Choe, this isn’t the fall of the Anfang Empire. None of you need to worry about that.”

“Don’t call me Choe in front of everybody. I’m Sunstorm,” Sunstorm muttered, twisting in place.

“Vala?” Nathan repeated, speaking into the communication device again.

“Little busy! We’re holding the outer wall and—”

Every light flickered at once. A bolt of lightning ran through Nathan’s veins, and he slumped to his knees. His breath came up short. For a long moment, he couldn’t feel his body. His limbs felt like they were made of lead.

The fortress rumbled. Echoes of some massive noise blasted through the halls and into the command center. The floor vibrated.

Nathan looked up. Ciana, Sunstorm, and Sen surrounded him, saying things he couldn’t hear. His hearing was shot. Their arms reached for him, but he couldn’t feel their touch.

A gargantuan magical attack had hit the fortress hard. Harder than he had imagined possible. He had gone toe-to-toe with Messengers before. He knew the depths of their strength, and how hard they could strike his defenses.

Nothing had ever hit him like this. It felt as if his opponent had somehow struck his mind and body directly, ignoring the countless layers of stone and magical barriers between him and any attacker.

Nathan dove into the mental world of his binding stone. He saw cracks spreading from within it, and many of the tethers he had to other binding stones had been severed. Hurriedly, he repaired what connections he could and slapped together some hasty mental fortifications.

For several long moments, he stared at a part of his mental world he had built but never thought he would use. Years ago, he had devised a secret weapon. It had only one purpose and was to be used in only one scenario. The worst possible scenario.

He activated the weapon but kept it separate from the rest of his mental world. That weakened it, but he was concerned about another possibility. This Messenger might be able to attack him through the binding stones.

He came back to reality to find his Champions pulling him to his feet.

“Nathan!” Ciana shouted in his ear. “We need to get you to a healer.”

“Stop,” Nathan growled. “I’m fine. Just a little shaken.”

They gave him an odd look. Before one of them could say anything, somebody shouted.

“I just got my connection back. We’ve lost the outer wall! And… and the inner wall? This can’t be right,” the man said.

Nathan stared at the chaos surrounding him. Most of the terminals in the command center had gone down. They were slowly lighting back up, but the results were bad. Communications were still down. The command terminal wasn’t working, and Nathan couldn’t rely on the holographic projection to monitor the battle.

There was another way. Nathan reached out for his Champions through the binding stone. A wave of relief washed over him as he sensed those who were alive. Then guilt.

Vala and Narime were alive. But most of his Champions weren’t. He should value all of them equally, he felt. How many had already fallen?

“Vala and Narime are still up,” he said. “Jafeila will lead her reinforcements to pull them back. The fortress itself is the most heavily warded defensive line. I always intended the walls as an extra layer of defense.”

As if to punctuate his point in the worst possible way, the fortress shook again, and the terminals winked out.

Silence fell. Nathan closed his eyes.

He should go out there and fight. Years ago, he would have done exactly that. But things were different now.

A Bastion held all the power of the binding stones and granted power to his Champions. At his best, Nathan’s skills as a spellblade allowed him to match a duogem Champion, albeit with significant help from his binding stone. But he had three trigem Champions, and each of them was worth ten Nathans. The power differential between the grades of Champion was massive.

And this Messenger was so obscenely powerful that he struggled to imagine her raw strength. If Nathan died, all of his Champions lost their power and the fortress’s defenses failed instantly.

So Nathan could only watch, give orders, and strengthen the defenses of the fortress using the binding stone.

“Sen, Sunstorm, I need you to go help Jafeila,” Nathan ordered.

“But—” Sunstorm tried to object.

“No buts. She is going to need every Champion I can spare to help her. I don’t need three of my most capable Champions protecting me,” he said.

The two looked at Nathan, then at Ciana. The unicorn beastkin stared at Nathan, as if daring him to order her away too. He didn’t.

He knew well enough that she’d refuse to leave him.

With several glances backward, Sen and Sunstorm left the command center. Soldiers, sorcerers, and administrative staff shouted over each other and ran around in their wake. The two Champions gave Nathan a last wave from the doorway. He smiled at them and gave them a salute. They smiled back and vanished from his sight. His heart felt empty.

How many Champions had he failed to say goodbye to today?

The fortress rumbled. The terminals hadn’t come back to life since the last tremor. Nathan felt his defenses fail one after another. His Champions were fighting as hard as they could. Vala, Narime, and Jafeila were all still alive.

What did he have left to throw at the demons? What was his next step?

He was about to dive back into his binding stone to buy time to think when the room rumbled violently. The stonework visibly shook. An explosion rumbled in the distance. Fire and lightning ran through his veins as that attack from earlier struck once more. He realized that the Messenger was attacking the fortress this time.

“Get down!” Ciana shouted.

She pulled Nathan beneath her. Dust billowed from the ceiling. Stone plummeted down in whole blocks. Screams and shouts. Nathan grabbed every ounce of magical energy he had and tried to project a defensive barrier.

All vanished into blackness.

Nathan awoke seconds later. Or maybe it was hours. Everything was dark, but there was something warm on his body. Pain consumed his left arm. He felt like he hadn’t slept in a week, after doing ten rounds with Vala.

The castle hadn’t crushed him to death. He created a wisp of light and saw that the rubble was being held above him by a glowing barrier, but only by a fraction of a meter.

Something glittered and caught his eyes. He turned. Then he looked away, his breath caught in his throat.

Ciana hadn’t made it.

Channeling his binding stone, Nathan vaporized the rubble above him. It took several blasts to create a tunnel large enough, and he used yet more magic to keep it stable as he crawled out. The entire fortress must have fallen on him. Had the Messenger brought the whole thing down? How was his binding stone still active?

He dove into the binding stone and his mind turned to horror.

His mental world was a ruin. Almost every tether was destroyed. He remained connected to this binding stone, but the tethers to the others had been severed. Nathan was now reliant entirely on this individual binding stone and the leylines directly connected to it.

But he still had his secret weapon. It had fully activated itself now and was burning with magical energy.

Pulling away from the ruins of his mental world, Nathan instead faced the ruins of the real world. The fortress had been flattened. Dark stone rubble was strewn as far as the eye could see. A few stray walls remained standing. Dusk had arrived, and the purple rays of twilight peeked over the horizon.

Nathan wanted to believe this wasn’t real. He reached out magically to check on his Champions.

He found only emptiness.

They were all gone. Ciana, Sen, Choe, Jafeila, Vala, Narime, and countless others.

A gargantuan double door gate stood in the middle of the ruins, seemingly untouched. It was barred shut and covered in runes. The locking bars shimmered with crystals, and the entire structure exuded an awe-inspiring power. This gate separated the demonic portal from the actual world, and so long as it remained closed, the demons couldn’t get in.

In front of the gate was a young woman.

No, not a woman. A Messenger. The four curly horns protruding from her skull gave her away, as did the demonic power roiling off her. She was petite, barely five feet, and scantily clad. Nathan could generously describe her as showing a lot of skin, but it was more like she was wearing underwear with some translucent silk cloth attached to it. Platinum hoops and bangles hung on her thighs, hips, and arms, and each gleamed with an otherworldly magic. Her trim black hair was cut to her jawline and her skin was bronzed.

Despite the situation, Nathan found his eyes drawn to her curves. He blamed her lack of clothing. She lacked much in the upper body department, but her flared hips and plump thighs more than made up for it.

The Messenger turned to face Nathan, and he saw that she had violet eyes with red pupils. She raised an eyebrow at him.

“So you are still alive,” she said. “That explains why this gate won’t open. You’re a tougher nut than I expected. When your outer wall went down to my first attack, I thought this was another wasted world, but you somehow survived. And now you’ve survived an entire fortress falling on your head. Well done. Clap, clap, clap.” She clapped her hands at the end for an extra-patronizing effect.

“I still control the binding stone, despite your best efforts,” Nathan growled out. “And I know a trick or two.”

“Like regeneration, I suppose.” She stared at his left arm. “I always find watching flesh regrow itself fascinating. Sadly, I don’t really have the time. You’ve been more entertaining than expected, but I need you to open this gate so that my demonic armies can spill forth from the portal. You’ve made me think there may be something worthwhile in this world, and I’m rather impatient.”

He stared at the Messenger. Was she serious? Did she think he was going to open the gate for her? He had devised this last ditch security measure explicitly to cut off the portal if the fortress ever fell. It would buy time for Falmir to raise an army and defend itself.

Then he met her eyes and realized the truth. She was patronizing him.

He smirked. “You think killing me will open the gate and undo my defenses? You’re wrong. The spell operates independently. The battle was over the moment you triggered it. It’ll buy enough time for the other Bastions to raise their armies and gather Champions to suppress you and your portal. Assuming you can even keep a portal this large open for that long.”

“You set this up to operate even after death?” she asked. She sounded impressed. Her eyes ran over the gate again. “Huh. Quite the dead man’s switch. Well, no matter. I can wait.”

“What?”

“I said, ‘I can wait.’ Did you not hear me? Did the fortress falling on your head perhaps damage your hearing?” She smirked at him. “You think a combined army will be enough to stop me, but that’s not how this works. The other Bastions will come to me, saving me time and effort, and I’ll get what I want so much sooner. It’s rather funny how you’ve done my work for me. All I have to do is sit back and wait.”

Nathan stared at her as she stretched her arms out and yawned theatrically. This Messenger was so confident in her power that she thought she could defeat the combined might of the remaining Bastions of Falmir?

Then again, she had effortlessly crushed him. Could she pull it off?

He swallowed. Then dove into his binding stone and did something he had never thought he would ever do. Something he had sworn to never do.

The Messenger froze. Her eyes met Nathan’s the moment his mind returned to reality.

“Did you seriously just…” she trailed off and licked her lips nervously. Her dismissive manner from earlier disappeared. She took a step forward, her eyes focused entirely on his. “You did, didn’t you?”

How did she know what he did? It’s impossible for somebody to sense what another Bastion is doing in their mental world. She should be clueless as to what he had done.

But she wasn’t.

“What are you?” he asked.

“Ahaha, finally, somebody asks the right question.” The Messenger grinned. “I am known as Sister Kadria. But just call me Kadria. You know me as a Messenger, but I am much more.”

“But you’re not going to answer my question, are you?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I did. I learned long ago to place little faith in humans. Your minds are rather fragile, and you’re good at denying reality when it doesn’t fit your preconceived notions. But you can tell that I am no mere Messenger, can’t you? That’s why you’re so troubled, hmm?”

She took another step forward.

“It doesn’t matter. None of this does. If you know what I’ve done, then you know what comes next,” Nathan said.

“I know what comes next. Do you, little human?”

“The binding stone detonates. A chain reaction ripples through the leylines. The explosion will turn everything in a hundred-mile radius into an uninhabitable wasteland. No plants will grow here. No sorcery or magic will ever be usable here. Everything and everyone will die.”

Nathan swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment. None of that mattered, given the people he cared about were already gone. He reopened his eyes.

“More importantly, the portal will collapse. Without magic, and without the binding stone or leylines, no demonic portals can be sustained here. Your army will vanish. Everything you’ve done will be invalidated. This is the end,” Nathan said.

He made to dive into the binding stone again.

“Wait!” Kadria shouted. “Do you really think that’s it?”

“Is this where you try to convince me not to do it?” Nathan sneered. “Don’t bother.”

“Oh no, feel free to blow yourself up after I speak. But understand, you cannot stop me with this. No magic or technique born from a binding stone can kill me. You will buy time. Losing my army and this portal will hurt. I am impatient, so I can’t say I’ll be happy with the result. But the end?” She laughed. “Hardly.”

He stared. “You’re bluffing.”

“Maybe. But I can tell you that the next part isn’t a bluff. You have two choices: die, or accept my offer.”

For a moment, Nathan wanted to ignore her and finish detonating the binding stone. Her arrogant attitude grated on his nerves. He forced himself to listen to her. He had nothing to lose. Even if she killed him here and now, the binding stone would detonate by itself within minutes.

“What offer?”

“You want to save this world, don’t you? Well, maybe not this world,” she said, waving a hand at the ruins surrounding them. “But the world you grew up in. Filled with so much hope, greenery, friends, and lovers. I imagine that’s why you’re a Bastion. You’re trying to stop the demons and Messengers from ending everything, yes? But here we are, in the ruins of your life. The ruins of this world, even.”

“Are you done?”

“Listen for a minute, will you? I’m selling you on this,” Kadria said, glaring at him.

“Your sales pitch is kind of shit.”

She ignored him. “What if you could save that world? Go back to before everything had fallen apart and stop the world from falling apart? A second chance at life, but with all of your current knowledge and ability. Would you take it?”

Silence reigned.

Nathan didn’t breathe. Couldn’t. He stared into space as he tried to comprehend her words. Everything faded into nothingness around him as he fell into fantasy.

“Are you saying you can send me back in time? Messengers are capable of that?” he asked.

“If we make a deal, then I can send you back to the world you so desire to save, instead of this ruin.”

“Why me? And why offer such a deal if you can destroy the world so easily?”

“Because I don’t want to destroy the world. Our objectives aren’t too dissimilar. Neither of us wants this world. You want to save and live in a world that hasn’t been despoiled by horrible demonic armies. Would you believe that I want the same?” Kadria raised an eyebrow at him.

He looked around at the ruined fortress. “No.”

“I said you wouldn’t believe me.”

Nathan frowned. Her statement irritated him because it was true. If what she was offering was possible, did he have a choice? A chance to save everybody who had already been killed by the demonic hordes was something he had only dreamed of.

And if she was lying, then he could detonate the binding stone regardless. There was nothing to lose.

“Fine. But why me?” he asked again.

“Because you’re the first Bastion I’ve met who’s been able to bypass the protections of the binding stone like this. They’re not supposed to explode, you know. If they could, then the world would be in too much danger to let any random human manipulate them. So that makes you my best candidate for what I want to do. Anything else?” she asked.

“Anfang,” he said. “I want to go to Anfang. Not Falmir. If you can actually send me back.”

She tilted her head to one side and held a finger against her bottom lip. Slowly, a grin crept across her face.

“Ah, I see your game. The Anfang Empire. The first great nation to fall, and the beginning of the end. You think you can stop it from collapsing, and thereby stop the demonic hordes from ever taking hold? Amusing. I know exactly the time and place to send you, then.”

Kadria rushed forward. Ignoring his instincts, Nathan remained still. Every part of his body told him that he was about to die. The power oozing off her terrified him. His very essence screamed that she was vile, and he was making a mistake.

Her hand grasped his, and he felt something reach into his mind. He gasped. That feeling vanished in an instant.

“I just needed the connection,” she muttered. “But you are cuter than I thought. All that dust and blood does you no favors.”

Nathan looked away. His eyes fell on a half-broken statue of the Watcher Omria. He averted his gaze.

Did he have any right to gaze upon the figure of the goddess when he had now become a heretic? He was consorting with a Messenger.

He could still detonate the binding stone. It would only take a moment.

“And done,” Kadria said. “See you on the other side.”

Nathan opened his mouth to say something. No sound come out, and he realized he couldn’t hear anything. White light crept over the edges of his vision. Kadria vanished a moment later, leaving him to stare into an endless white void.

Then all thought stopped. Nathan Martel ceased to exist.


Chapter 3




Dappled sunlight filtered through the dense canopy of leaves high above. Birds chirped and tweeted as they flitted from branch to branch. The bubbling of a brook could be heard in the distance, although it couldn’t be seen.

It was a calm day in the middle of spring. A carriage trundled down a bare dirt road through the forest. No horses drew the carriage, and it seemed to propel itself through some form of invisible power. The carriage was fully enclosed, and the windows couldn’t be seen through from the outside. The exterior was painted black, with faded and cracked silver trims and regalia.

Nathan opened his eyes and found himself staring out from within this carriage. He spent several seconds staring out the one-way windows. Taking in the sight of an undisturbed and peaceful forest. Only the trundling of the carriage broke the peace.

He started, leaping high enough to hit his head on the roof of the carriage. Cursing, he sat back down. His hands ran across his body. He no longer felt any pain, and his wounds were gone. Not from healing, but as if they had never happened. He was no longer covered in dust and grime from the collapsed fortress. Blood no longer caked his face, arms, and hands.

He froze. His uniform was black.

Had it worked?

Had that Kadria woman been telling the truth?

Nathan examined his uniform thoroughly. He was wearing a black and silver officer’s uniform, with the regalia fitting of a Bastion.

This was the uniform of a Bastion of the Anfang Empire. Officially, their colors were black and gold, but the Empire considered the color gold a symbol of the royal family. As such, the military wore silver as a sign of subservience to the Emperor and the Archdukes.

The carriage showed signs of belonging to the Empire as well. And Nathan had a duffel bag of belongings that did little to dispel the illusion that he had gone back in time. If this was fake, then Kadria was a master illusionist.

Nathan swallowed and leaned back against the worn seats. Almost a minute passed as he let his thoughts wander. He had failed. His fortress had fallen. Everybody he had loved had died. Everything he had accomplished had been for nothing.

Had he truly been given a second chance? A chance to prevent everything from going wrong?

He sat bolt upright. Would he have the chance to find them all again? Jafeila, Vala, Narime, and the others? More than anything else, they were the driving force in his life these days.

If he had gone back to the time of the Anfang Empire, they’d be much younger. So would he, in fact. He’d been a teenager when the Empire had been invaded by its neighbors and all out war had broken out across Doumahr. A teenager apprenticing as a Bastion, thrust into a war that nobody really understood.

Something shined from within the bag. His bag, he remembered. Things didn’t feel right, but he needed to remember that this was now his life. He must have a past in the Anfang Empire, and a family here. How else could he be a Bastion in the Empire?

Reaching down into the bag, Nathan found a small hand mirror. Was he so vain in this life? Small jewels decorated the outside of the mirror. On the back was an inscription. A family motto, signed with what he somehow knew was his mother’s name.

The mirror was a gift from his mother, he realized. No, a way to remember her. He wasn’t vain. It was simply a way to remember lost family. Nathan grimaced at the thoughtless way he’d insulted the person whose body he’d inherited.

Somebody moved in the mirror. Nathan looked closer and realized it was himself. But that was impossible.

After all, that somebody looked far too much like Nathan did before he had come back. Shouldn’t he be much younger?

Nathan blinked. He carefully analyzed his features and checked his hands. Despite his assumption, he looked almost identical to his old self. When Kadria had sent him back, he had somehow thought that meant he would become young again.

Stupid. She said nothing about that. He was still in his thirties, but sent back in time.

After putting the mirror back in the bag, Nathan took the time to think. Actually think. Since arriving in this time, he had been making assumptions and jumping at everything. He needed to stop for a few minutes and assess everything he knew. And everything he didn’t know.

He had a rough idea of where he was, but not when he was. Exactly how many years in the past had Kadria sent him back? If the Anfang Empire was still intact, that meant that all out war hadn’t broken out.

In Nathan’s youth, the world had been relatively peaceful. Nations still bickered. Wars were still fought. But the network of Bastions kept the demons in check, and there were no massive invasions by demonic hordes. No Messengers capable of defeating several trigem Champions effortlessly. In fact, trigem Champions were so rare that they were considered legends, known by name across the entire world.

All of that changed when the Empire started a war with its northern neighbor, the religious Order of Trafaumh, known by most as Trafaumh. While the Empire’s armies were busy in the north, another nation had invaded from the east. The Empire began to collapse, its Bastions falling, and the resulting loss of protection allowed hordes of demons to escape into the world.

The Empire’s capital of Aleich fell, and a Messenger tore apart most of its lands. It took years to vanquish the Messenger, by which point more Bastions had fallen, and more demonic hordes had taken root. War had become normalized, and the collapse of the world began.

Falmir had been the last nation standing by the time Kadria attacked Nathan’s fortress in the Far Reaches. Every other country had fallen to the Messengers, and their lands left to rot in the hands of the demons. Kadria had been right to say that Nathan didn’t truly want to save that future.

But back in the past, before the Empire had fallen? There was so much opportunity here. All of Nathan’s friends and lovers were still alive. And he had a chance to avoid some of his past mistakes.

Nathan’s biggest problem was that he didn’t know exactly when or where he had been sent back to. He was a Bastion, so he could claim a binding stone and use that to gain more power and Champions. But if he was in the wrong place, then he couldn’t stop everything from going wrong.

He didn’t know where this carriage was taking him, either. Was there even a binding stone nearby? Although he had remembered his mother in this timeline, he found it difficult to remember other things.

There was no sign of Kadria. She had said she would see him on this side, so where was she? Somehow, he knew that he had unleashed a true monster into the past.

Perhaps he should have let himself die and trapped her in the future. If she needed a talented Bastion in order to travel back in time, then did he do the wrong thing to allow her to travel back with him?

He shook the thoughts off. This was his chance to fix things. He would deal with Kadria when he found her.

Absently, he reached into his mind to see if he could feel a binding stone. As expected, the connection wasn’t present. There was no overwhelming presence of something ancient and overwhelming threatening to consume his very essence.

But there was an odd feeling he hadn’t felt before. Like he was tethered to something he couldn’t see or feel. Whatever it was, it never became more than a strange feeling in the back of his mind.

Nathan knew something or somebody was tied to him in his mental world, but he couldn’t see who or how. Was this Kadria’s work? Or a lingering aftereffect of losing access to his binding stones?

The carriage slowed, pulling Nathan from his thoughts. He put everything back in the duffel bag and closed it.

When the carriage stopped, he opened the door and stepped out into the ancient ruins of a fortress. Lichen and moss grew over mountains of limestone. The ruins were thick with grass and trees. The remains of a keep, maybe three stories tall, stuck out like a sore thumb in the rubble. Nathan saw the worn-out interior of the keep in places, where the walls had fallen away.

He knew this place. Almost any student of history did.

“Oh! Are you Nathan Straub? Sorry, I mean Bastion Nathan Straub. Sir,” a youthful voice chirped. It sounded familiar to Nathan, but he initially wasn’t sure why.

He turned to face the speaker. A young beastkin girl wearing black-painted armor, with a scimitar at her side. Her black cat ears twitched constantly as Nathan watched, and she scratched her cheek. She had a massive bushy tail, which swished back and forth faster with each passing second, kicking up dust from the ground. Her legs twisted back and forth. She placed her arms over her chest nervously, hiding her hefty bust from view. But she couldn’t hide the rest of her generous curves, particularly in her tailored uniform.

“Um, am I right? You’re wearing the uniform of a Bastion,” a much younger Jafeila asked slowly, looking at Nathan through upturned eyes.

He continued staring at her.

When had Jafeila been this cute?

Nathan blinked. Wait, Straub?

Something clicked in his memory, without Nathan even thinking about it. His surname wasn’t Martel in this timeline. It was Straub. He had inherited the surname of an Imperial noble, as well as the body of one.

“I am,” Nathan said. He paused despite himself. He’d naturally spoken in Imperial, the native tongue of the Empire, rather than his birth language. Was this another effect of whatever Kadria had done to send him back, just like these memories of his new life that were rising within his mind?

He shook the discomfort off. “You’re Jafeila?”

“Eh? You know who I am?” The beastkin’s tail and ears shot bolt upright before flattening. “Sorry, I mean—yes, I am. Champion-in-training Jafeila reporting for duty, Bastion.”

It took considerable effort for Nathan not to stare at Jafeila in shock. She had never been so cute and nervous before. He felt that he was seeing an exotic animal that must be cherished and protected. A side of his lover that she had never spoken to him about and that he had never seen.

Jafeila had been the fourth trigem Champion to join Nathan’s service, although he had known her from earlier in his career. By the time he met her, she was a hardened veteran from years of fighting demonic hordes. She had survived the fall of the Empire, the roving bands of demons in the aftermath, the invading armies of greedy neighbors, and much, much more.

He remembered his first meeting with her vividly. She had been a monogem Champion serving a Bastion from Trafaumh. Nathan had been a relatively new Bastion. He was popular in Falmir due to a heroic victory against a demonic horde, despite the odds being stacked against him. They had met in a field of demonic corpses, and Jafeila had dismissed him with a glance.

The nervous looks she gave him right now were a far cry from dismissive. She pressed her fingers together and licked her lips as her tail beat up a storm behind her.

“Champion Jafeila,” Nathan corrected. “You’re no longer in training as of now. Walk with me.”

Jafeila half-squeaked, half-screamed in delight at the news that she had finally been promoted to a full Champion and bounced behind Nathan. He ignored her for a moment, letting her burn off her nervous energy.

Hopefully, she’d be a little calmer once she settled down and got to know him. But a niggling thought ate at the back of his mind.

Would any of his women be the same as they were in his timeline? Could they be the same given he planned to change the course of history?

He suppressed the thought and looked at the ruins around him. Striding toward the remains of the keep, he recalled what this place was.

Gharrick Pass. One of only two major land routes connecting the Anfang Empire with its eastern neighbors through the Gharrick Mountains. It was through this fortress that the Empire had been attacked from behind.

This ruined fortress indirectly caused the end of world.

No wonder Kadria had said she knew exactly the place to send him. She had held up her end of the bargain so far. If Nathan could protect this pass, he could stop the collapse of the Empire.

Nathan felt the slight pull of a binding stone from beneath the keep. With a wave of his hand, he told Jafeila to follow him and entered the ruins.

Gharrick Pass had been abandoned centuries old. But with the binding stone’s power, Nathan could rebuild the fortress practically overnight. That made finding it his highest priority.

There might be a slight complication, however.

“Lady von Clair wanted you to visit her once you arrived,” Jafeila said. “She said she would organize everything you needed. Do you know her?”

Consulting his implanted memories, Nathan decided he didn’t. He’d never even heard the name in his life.

“I don’t, but it’s normal for Bastions to work with the ruling nobles,” he replied, taking a stab in the dark regarding Lady von Clair’s status. “Although we serve as soldiers of the Emperor, and are part of the Imperial Army, Bastions spend most of their time keeping the peace. It’s a lot easier for us to do our jobs if we work with the nobles.”

“Ohhhh.”

Jafeila fell silent for a little while. The pair stepped over rubble and stagnant pools of water. One of the staircases down was flooded, presumably blocked, so Nathan looked for another way down.

“So what sort of things will she do for us?” she asked suddenly.

Nathan smiled wryly. “It’s more accurate to say what she’ll ask us to do for her.”

“Eh?”

The next staircase was too dark to see down, as there were no cracks in the roof for sunlight to stream through. Nathan summoned a ball of light with a snap of his fingers. The beastkin stared at the hazy glowing ball in wonder.

“Like I said, we keep the peace. The ruling noble of the region does the same, so she’ll try to offload her duties onto us. She’ll grease some wheels and help us run the fortress and feed ourselves. But we don’t need most of what she can provide. Once the binding stone is operational, I can use its magic to build the fortress myself, and summons make better soldiers than humans for the most part.”

Nathan gave Jafeila a nod. “And I have you, my Champion. With a boost from the binding stone, you can probably defeat Lady von Clair’s army single-handedly.”

Wide green eyes stared back at him. He looked away before her adorableness mesmerized him.

“So why is that message so important?” Jafeila said. “She seemed to think it would be the first thing you’d do.”

Ignoring her for a moment, Nathan stared down the dark, damp tunnels. Centuries of rain had caused water to seep through from above, but there had been no signs of recent rain. The flooded tunnel from earlier must be above them, and the water slowly seeped through the earth and stone. Once he activated the binding stone, his next steps would be to clear out the underground and make this place safe.

He worried that it might fall in on him at any moment.

A dim light emanated from a room at the end of the current corridor. He made his way toward it, and Jafeila followed.

“We’re about to find out,” Nathan said.

“Find out what?”

Nathan stood at the doorway and stared at the glowing monochrome orb in the next room. Although it looked like it sat on a pedestal, he knew better. The orb was fixed in place. If he smashed the moss-covered limestone pedestal beneath it, the orb would hover there, perfectly still.

This was a binding stone. Nobody knew what they were made of, where they came from, or what powered them.

But the Bastions knew how to control them.

The binding stone was roughly half of Nathan’s height, and perfectly round. It glowed a very dull white, almost gray, color. Two bands of black ran across its surface.

Those bands were a good sign. Binding stones could be sealed away, made inert. Legend had it that the Watcher Omria sealed away binding stones that were not in use, preventing miscreants from abusing them. Once sealed, only another binding stone’s power could break the seal.

Nathan didn’t control a binding stone so he couldn’t awaken a binding stone. If this one had been sealed, he would have needed assistance.

“Find out if the binding stone was still inert,” he explained, answering her question from earlier.

He walked up to the stone. It didn’t react to his approach. Jafeila remained standing at the doorway, staring wide-eyed at the glowing orb. Her ears flattened against her head.

“Is that safe?” she asked.

“For me? Yes. For your average person? Also, yes. I suspect it’s still not active,” Nathan mused. He placed his hand against the binding stone. It still didn’t react to him, even when he probed it with magic. “As I thought.”

“Oh. So is that why Lady von Clair wants to see you?”

“Probably. This binding stone has been warded against intrusion. An untrained Bastion or casual intruder cannot easily activate it. Most likely the Bastion who unsealed the binding stone placed the wards on it to prevent anybody from using the stone, unless they were from the Empire.”

Fortunately, Nathan knew how to unravel most of the protections the Empire used. Falmir and the other nations had uncovered them over the course of the war, as they claimed the Bastions and binding stones that had once belonged to the Empire. Later, Falmir did the same to other nations, as the demons destroyed country after country.

A few minutes passed as he used a few spells and tricks to connect himself to the binding stone. Jafeila watched from the doorway at first, before creeping up next to him. Her tail batted against his legs with every swish, but he couldn’t slip out of his focus to tell her to stop.

Luckily, he had years of experience with beastkin physically distracting him with their fluffy tails and ears. A single tail brushing against his legs was nothing.

Then, success. He dove into the new binding stone and tethered it to himself. Time slowed down around him. A rush of sensations blasted into his body. Cold, freezing cold. Everything was so damp. He felt like he was frostbitten and decaying away. Like he had been left to rot in a tundra.

Nathan pushed away the sensations from the binding stone before they overwhelmed him. Old binding stones were dangerous, as the world around them was often in such disrepair compared to a normal binding stone that they physically hurt the Bastion. Normally there would be an older Bastion coaching Nathan through this, but he didn’t need one.

Chances are that was what Lady von Clair’s role was. Wait for Nathan to arrive, then let another Bastion know that he’s ready to have his binding stone activated. She could spend a few days helping the new Bastion familiarize himself with his surroundings, and the more experienced Bastion wastes less of his time with a newbie. Win-win.

But Nathan wasn’t a newbie and didn’t need help. Plus, he didn’t want to waste a day without access to a binding stone.

Nathan scanned his surroundings. Then he scanned the power now available to him. Nobody had used this binding stone for centuries, so its reserves were overflowing. He immediately put them to work.

The underground area needed to be cleaned up and reinforced. Then the keep repaired, given he and Jafeila would live here. Afterward, he’d clean up the rubble and vegetation outside. Only after all of that was done could he rebuild the fortress proper and fortify the pass against external assault.

The tasks assigned, Nathan withdrew from the binding stone. Moments later, the keep groaned. Water vanished from the ground, stone shifted, and lamps sprung out from the walls.

Jafeila jumped. She grabbed Nathan’s arm.

“We need to run! It’s collapsing,” she screamed.

He held her in place and tried not to laugh. “It’s fine. Calm down,” he said.

“Eh?”

He briefly explained what he had done while the binding stone did its thing. The stonework appeared to repair itself as magic poured into the keep. His brief explanation turned into a long one about how binding stones used their internal magic stores to control and manipulate reality in their vicinity. He didn’t know how much of it sunk into Jafeila.

“Now, I believe we have somewhere important to be,” Nathan said. He stood up and brushed off the dust from his uniform.

“Oh, so we’re still visiting Lady von Clair?” Jafeila asked.

“Not yet.” He frowned. “We need to check on the fortress’s demonic portal.”


Chapter 4




Adouble door gate stood in the center of the keep. It was nowhere near the size of the gate from Nathan’s fortress in the Far Reaches, standing only three to four meters tall. No runes or jewels decorated it. Only a single steel bar held it shut.

Nathan placed his hand against the gate and felt magic sealing it shut. The seal felt old. Faded. That meant somebody had sealed the portal away long ago, perhaps even before the fortress fell and the binding stone was abandoned. Whatever the case, no demons from the portal had broken into the real world.

“Um, do we need to go through there? We only just activated the binding stone. Don’t we have ages before any demons invade?” Jafeila asked.

“The portal may already be active. The first step any Bastion should take upon claiming a binding stone is to confirm the state of the attached portal, and whether they need to suppress it,” Nathan explained.

“Already active? But how?”

Nathan stepped away from the gate, realizing he had to explain a few things first.

Around him, the keep was being rebuilt by magic. Cracks in the limestone filled themselves in. Staircases folded out from the walls. Sand appeared from thin air and melted into glass. Statues and suits of armor poured themselves into existence from molten metal and liquefied rock.

“You’ve been taught that demonic portals activate whenever a binding stone is used by a Bastion?” Nathan asked.

Jafeila nodded. Her ears pricked up in anticipation of his next words. Her tail curled behind her back.

“That’s wrong. Well, not entirely wrong.” Nathan chewed on his lip as he thought on his next words. “If we could keep the demons out by sealing away all the binding stones, don’t you think that somebody would have sealed them all away decades or centuries ago? Or that the Watcher Omria would have done so, given the goddess’s prime directive is to protect Doumahr from the invaders?”

Jafeila nodded slowly, but said nothing.

Nathan continued, “Each binding stone has a portal attached to it, but the portals can activate of their own will. This gate is sealed to keep the demons out in case the portal does activate. Think of it like insurance, and it keeps demons from invading through unprotected portals. If the portal is active then a demonic horde may be ready to invade any day now.”

“Shouldn’t we wait until we have an army before we enter, then? What if we’re ambushed upon entering?” Jafeila’s tail shot bolt upright.

“Relax. If there really was a demonic army large enough to be a threat, they’d have already broken down this gate and invaded,” Nathan said, giving Jafeila a cheery grin.

She glared at him. He ruffled her hair, squashing her cat ears. She darted away, cursing him.

“You’re so blase about all of this,” she muttered. “I don’t remember learning half this stuff.”

“A lot of what you get taught in the academy is watered down so you don’t get scared,” Nathan admitted.

Or the trainers didn’t know it, he thought darkly.

“You’re so much more experienced than I expected. I was told you were a new Bastion, so I expected somebody closer to my age and experience,” Jafeila said. She froze, including her tail, then looked at Nathan with wide eyes. “N-Not that I’m not extremely happy that you’re my Bastion, Nathan. Lord Straub. Bastion. Uhhhh…”

“Call me Nathan,” he said, a broad grin crossing his face.

“Really? Thank you.” Jafeila paused. “So, how do you know so much more than me? We both came from the academy. Everything is so complicated and obscure, but you seem like a master.”

Nathan’s memory agreed with Jafeila that he was a brand-new Bastion, so he needed a convincing lie. The Jafeila from his timeline was a great liar and could keep a secret. He wasn’t convinced that the Jafeila in front of him was the same. At least, not yet.

Fortunately, his memories provided a grain of truth he could rely upon.

“I am a new Bastion, but my father was also a Bastion,” he said. This was true in this timeline and the last. Although neither ever told Nathan anything about the truth of being a Bastion.

One swore an oath to the Watcher Omria to not needlessly spill many of the secrets of Bastions, in order to limit the damage if the wrong people abused the binding stones. A twinge of regret ran down Nathan as he remembered that oath and the method he had used to travel back in time.

“Ohhhh, so you became one to follow in his footsteps?” Jafeila asked. She frowned. “At over thirty?”

Chuckling, Nathan shook his head. “Not quite. I’ll tell you the full story later.” His memories were still jumbled, and he got the sense that he hadn’t become a Bastion for the happiest of reasons.

People rarely did.

For now, they had a portal to investigate. He placed his hand on the steel bar blocking the gate. The magical seal pushed back against him, preventing him from removing it. Nathan applied a gentle push from the binding stone. The seal snapped, and the bar slid free, grinding along a century of rust and crashing onto the stone below.

Nathan pushed the gate open.

Beyond lay a volcanic wasteland.

Fantastically huge cliffs ran along the valley the gate opened into, but they cast no shadow. The ground was rocky, uneven, and lined with finger-wide cracks. An eerie purple light emanated from deep within those cracks, with no obvious source. The rock itself was volcanic in nature, with the telltale glassy appearance and texture, and was a deep, dull gray.

There was no sun or moon in the sky, nor any other source of light. But the entire world was perfectly lit. Soft, diffuse shadows were cast directly beneath everything. The sky itself was a hazy red, as if in perpetual sunrise.

“Only a few demons,” Nathan muttered, taking in his surroundings.

He wandered into the hellscape and scanned the valley further. Jafeila followed behind him, her scimitar out and ready for action.

“How can you be so calm walking into Hell?” she asked, voice low.

“This isn’t Hell. Or wherever the demons come from,” he said. “If it were, they wouldn’t need portals to get here, they’d live here. This is a place between worlds. A transitory world of some form. I wish we knew why it connected to our world, or how it sprung up next to the binding stones.”

In the distance was a much larger clearing with a small mound of dirt and rocks in its center. A trio of goat-headed demons sat next to it, doing nothing in particular. Nathan had never known what demons do when milling about in this world, and he didn’t care to learn now.

There were two more demons closer to him, standing in the narrow part of the valley. The demons hadn’t noticed the new arrivals yet.

“So, where’s the portal? This place is so small,” Jafeila said.

“The portal isn’t active, so you can’t see it.”

“I know that much at least.” She pouted at him. “But I can’t even see where it’s supposed to appear. Isn’t there supposed to be some massive pile of rocks, or a spire, or something where reality tears itself open?”

Nathan wordlessly pointed at the tiny mound in the middle of the clearing. Jafeila stared at it for several moments, tilting her head.

“Oh. That’s it?”

“That’s it. Which is very strange.”

“Isn’t a small portal good?”

He shook his head. “That’s not how this works. The demons are always going to invade. It’s in their nature. Given this fortress has been abandoned for centuries, there should be some buildup here. Or the protective seal on the gate should have been restored much more recently, after an invasion. Instead, nothing’s happened and the portal is practically nonexistent.”

There were a few possible causes that came to mind in Nathan’s head, none of them pleasant. Most of them made little sense given the time period. He had yet to confirm the precise date that he had been transported to, but the fact that this was Jafeila’s first assignment as Champion told him that the invasion of Gharrick Pass was imminent. So that meant many of his theories were out by default.

He resorted to voicing his thoughts aloud to Jafeila. “Demonic energy builds up in portals the same way that magical energy builds up in the binding stones. Demons then use it to expand the portal or invade. They clearly haven’t done either, as this portal is one of the smallest I’ve seen, and they haven’t invaded, because the seal was intact.”

“That means…”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh. I thought you knew everything.” Jafeila bit her lip. She didn’t mean it as a jab, but it sounded like one anyway.

He sighed. “I can speculate, but knowing something is different to guessing. Something or someone has likely bled the demonic energy off. Maybe a major invasion took place nearby and used this portal’s energy.” He shrugged. Too many possibilities. Too little evidence.

The portal was inactive and tiny. Nathan turned and made to re-enter the fortress. A squeak of surprise caused him to stop.

Jafeila blushed as he looked at her.

“Um, shouldn’t we get rid of these demons?” she asked, fiddling with her sword hilt.

“A few demons won’t cause any problems.”

“But… but…” she mumbled. Her ears flattened against her head, and her tail ran against the ground, picking up dust.

Somebody was going to need to give her tail a proper clean after today. It was filthy, and her black fur had lost its sheen.

“Fine. You can have your fun,” he said. She perked up and spun around. Before she leaped away, he grabbed her by the shoulder. “But we have something important to do first, Champion.”

“Eh?”

“Did you forget the most important part of being a Champion?” Nathan pointed at himself, then at her. “There’s one last step, then you’ll be a true Champion.”

A moment passed. Then two. Jafeila stared at Nathan in visible confusion. Then her eyes widened.

“Wait, you mean—” she cut herself off and gulped. “You’re going to grant me a gem?”

Nathan blinked. “No. Not yet.”

“Aww.”

“In time,” he said. Her tail perked back up. “There are four stages to being a Champion. You should remember this.”

“Enhancement, monogem, duogem, trigem. I know. But I hoped you would skip straight to monogem,” she muttered.

“Impossible. A gem won’t take unless a Champion has enough experience with the power of a binding stone. To get that experience, I must enhance you first. Trust me, this is a significant step.” He smiled at her.

“I know, I know. We get enhanced during training.” She scowled at him.

Nathan’s eyes gleamed. Jafeila had gone from nervous and adorable to pouty and adorable, all because he had disappointed her. She was so openly emotional now, compared to the Jafeila he knew. Maybe he enjoyed this too much, but this felt like being able to pig out on a buffet after a lifetime of only ever eating food a single plate at a time.

“Like I said, trust me. Now, what type of enhancement do you prefer?”

“Type?”

“The typical ones are strength, speed, or endurance. They’re self-explanatory. Or you can mix and match. More advanced stuff includes focusing enhancements on particular facets of your body, like your legs, or enhanced senses.” Nathan paused, noticing that Jafeila was staring at him with very wide eyes. “You can also increase the magical side of things, but I don’t think you know any sorcery, so best to stick to physically enhancing your body with the binding stone.”

“This is permanent?” she asked.

“More or less. Your training enhancements are to prevent you from dying when you fight demons, not to help you slay them. If they gave you a full enhancement straight away, you’d probably get a little overconfident and not train properly. But you’re a full-fledged Champion now. I need you to be a one-woman army, Jafeila.”

She mouthed her name after he said it. He realized that was the first time he had spoken her name aloud after the initial greetings.

“So? Strength, speed, or endurance?” he asked.

“Wait, now I can only pick those three?” she squeaked. Her ears flattened. “I was thinking about what I’d mix and match, too.”

“You can change your enhancement at any time until you get your first gem. I recommend you change it up regularly until you know what suits you best,” Nathan explained. “So stick with the basics at first.”

“Oh. Then speed. I wanna chop up those demons into ten pieces before they can even blink. Like in the stories of the trigem Champion Tarako, and her Nine-Tail Slash.” Jafeila grinned at Nathan and bounced up and down on the spot.

He grimaced at the mention of the fictional trigem Champion. Or at least, every mystic fox he had ever met insisted that she was fictional, despite the statues and countless stories talking about the nine-tailed fox Tarako and her centuries of exploits.

Speed was a predictable choice by Jafeila. It had been her enhancement in his timeline. He was hardly surprised that she chose it this time. Somehow, her predictability comforted him.

“Stand still and don’t move. This will only take a moment,” he said. “It might feel a little funny, but you can’t move from that spot. Also, don’t try to resist in any way.”

“I trained for this. I’m ready, Nathan,” Jafeila breathed out, her voice husky.

The pair fell silent. Not even a wind blew past them, as there was no wind in this world. The faint sound of the keep rebuilding itself could be heard from the other side of the gate. As could the distant grunting of the demons farther down the valley.

Nathan gave Jafeila one last look. She stood still, her muscles tensed and eyes closed. Both her ears and tail stood bolt upright. Her fingers tapped against her leggings.

She seemed ready, so Nathan decided to proceed. He dove into his newly activated binding stone, exploring his mental world. There wasn’t much to see. In his old timeline, he had connected himself to countless binding stones over his life. Here, he only had the one.

His mental world only contained the one binding stone, the tether to his own mind, and the leylines directly connected to that stone.

Plus that strange tether that Nathan still couldn’t detect, but that he knew was there.

Shrugging off that odd feeling, he concentrated on his existing binding stone. He plucked a spare bit of magic from it and left his mental world. Time resumed. Jafeila continued to tap her leg.

Her magical presence hovered in front of him, faint but still there. Ordinary people barely existed with regard to magical detection. Nathan suspected the only reason he could detect Jafeila so quickly was because she had trained as a Champion. That process had increased the magic within her body.

Most ordinary humans and beastkin were practically invisible to Nathan when it came to magical detection, unless he cast a dedicated ritual to detect them with his magic or used the binding stone to detect them.

Now that he had found her magical presence, Nathan connected his own essence to hers. The moment he made the connection, he felt her mind push back against him. He mentally grasped the magic of binding stone, just in case he needed it to force the connection.

Then she stopped resisting him. Her body relaxed, and a sigh escaped her lips. Over the next few seconds, a sweet scent drifted through Nathan’s nose. Jafeila hummed lightly.

He pushed onward into her essence. Her power surrounded him. It seemed to caress him, welcome him in.

In reality, it was a threat. If he misstepped, her power would try to crush him in defense. The binding stone could protect him, but he was still in danger.

Eventually, he reached her core. Slowly, he drew on the piece of magic that he had brought with him from the binding stone. Then he cast the enhancement ritual on Jafeila.

How many times had he done this? Never to Jafeila. But dozens to other Champions.

But in this timeline, this enhancement ritual was his first. That made it special.

After a minute, the ritual was done, and Nathan withdrew from Jafeila’s essence.

She stood in the same place as before, but her body was noticeably looser. A cheerful grin spread across her face, her palms were open, and she swayed from side to side. A light moan leaked from her lips.

“How are you doing, Jafeila?” Nathan asked, trying to bring her back to reality.

“Fei,” she mumbled, staring at him with glazed eyes. “Call me Fei. I don’t like being called Jafeila.”

She didn’t? That was news to him. In his timeline, it had been the opposite. Everybody else called her Fei, and he called her Jafeila at her request.

He hid a frown at the deviation from his memories and nodded. That sweet scent lingered in his mind, slowly fading away.

“So, how are you doing, Fei?” he repeated.

“Umm, getting there?” Fei said. She shook herself out, her tail waving back and forth out of sync from the rest of her body. “Wow. I can’t imagine what that must be like if you enhanced a guy. I thought my books exaggerated things.” A blush crossed her face, but she grinned at him regardless.

“There’s a reason Champions are almost always the opposite gender to the Bastion, or at least a matching gender preference,” Nathan said drily.

“Gender preference?”

“I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

She scowled at him. “I’m an adult.”

That he knew, in more ways than one. And he was very thankful for it, given the way his body was reacting to the sweet scent she had let off during the ritual.

“Of course you are,” he said with a grin. He reached out to ruffle her hair.

She darted back in a blur, taking several steps faster than he could blink. Then she froze and looked down at the ground.

“Oh. Oh my goddess,” she said. She ran forward and nearly bowled Nathan over with her speed. “I’m so faaaaaaaast!” With those last words, Fei became a black blur charging across the valley toward the demons.

Nathan pumped some magic into his eyes so he could keep up with her movements.

The demons looked up, their massive eyes narrowing and focusing in on the strange blur charging right at them. One of them bellowed, leaping up and hefting an axe the size of a man.

Too late. Fei whirled behind him. The hand gripping the axe began to fall, almost in slow motion. The demon’s eyes widened. He shouted.

Fei’s scimitar ripped right into his groin, then tore upward. The demon screeched. Nathan looked away for a second, not wanting to watch what came next.

Except the demons kept bellowing, and Fei let out a shriek. Looking back, Nathan saw that Fei’s sword was stuck. She rolled back, leaving her scimitar buried halfway up the torso of one demon, who had keeled over in the dirt.

The other demon slammed a two-handed hammer into the ground. Each strike left small craters in the rock. A single hit from that would cave in Fei’s skull. As a Champion, she would survive it, and Nathan had access to basic healing from the binding stone, but he didn’t want her to take that much damage in her first fight.

He reached for the longsword at his hip. Before he could draw it, Fei pulled a dagger from her belt. She darted in, dodged the demon’s blow, and slashed open its neck twice. Blood fountained out, but the demon only staggered.

Too shallow.

Fei noticed. She spun around. The demon turned, hefting its hammer into the air.

A human warrior, and even a Champion, would have been slowed by a major wound like that. Not a demon. They felt pain, but wounds didn’t slow them. Nobody understood why they even had internal organs, given they didn’t use them. Puncture a demon’s heart and it fought on, as if it had been tickled.

The only way to kill a demon was through sheer bodily damage. Cut them open, slash off their limbs, smash them, blow them up, pelt them with magic. Anything worked, so long as she physically damaged their body enough that they eventually died.

Fei hurled her dagger at the demon. It slammed right into its eye and the demon froze. Then it shouted and charged forward. She scowled, grabbed another dagger, and met its charge.

Three charges. That’s what it took. Each time, she slashed its chest open and darted aside before it crushed her with its hammer. Eventually, the demon collapsed to the ground, unmoving.

After retrieving her scimitar from the gory mess she had made of the first demon, Fei waited for Nathan to walk up to her.

“I know. I messed up,” she mumbled.

Nathan ruffled her hair. She let out a squeak, her ears pricking up around his hand, before flattening under his attention.

“This is normal for your first battle. Demons are the primary threat to the world for a reason. If they were easy to defeat, we wouldn’t need so many Bastions and Champions, would we?”

“I guess not.”

“Take out the three in the clearing, and you’ll feel better,” he suggested.

This fight went more smoothly. Fei didn’t lose her scimitar and kept her attacks more reserved. She struck at their limbs, slipping in and out of the demons’ reach with her superior speed before they could react. By the end of the fight, she had collected a hand from each one, and was sawing off the head of another.

“Do you need the head?” Nathan asked as he approached.

“I figure a huge demonic goat head makes for a better trophy than some hands. And this guy is the biggest of the lot.” Fei grinned up at Nathan. Her face, fur, and hair were liberally covered in blood from the battle.

Not that it bothered him. Blood-covered Champions were a common sight. If anything, this was a nostalgic sight. He had first met Fei in the aftermath of her slaughtering countless demons.

She hadn’t been so cheerful about killing demons back then, however.

“We’ll find somewhere for you to put it. For now, let’s head back and clean up,” he said.

Fei looked at him in confusion. Then at herself. “Oh. Right. Clean would be good.”

Then she followed his gaze and her eyes landed on her tail.

Her scream echoed throughout the empty valley.


Chapter 5




“Ah, right there! Mmm! I want to feel your hands,” Fei moaned. Her voice was sweet and breathy. She let out a low moan during the next stroke from Nathan. “Where did you learn to brush tails like this?”

“I’ve had some practice,” Nathan muttered.

Years on this tail in particular, in fact. Fei might be over a decade younger, but her tail was unchanged.

Fei arched her back and let out another moan as he moved his hands down her tail to the next segment he needed to brush. Her eyes glistened as she stared back at him, her tongue sticking out, and strings of saliva still connecting her lips.

Her reactions were far more exaggerated now, however. Nathan swallowed and looked away from her in a vain attempt to quell his hardening erection. How many times had he seen her like this when she was older, back in his old fortress? How many times had he lain with her, then enjoyed her playfulness afterward?

Never again, an icy voice in the back of his head said. He remembered that night. The feeling of reaching out for Jafeila and the rest of his Champions and finding nothing but emptiness.

“Nathan, are you alright?” Fei asked.

Snapping out of his thoughts, Nathan gave her a soft smile. “It’s fine. Just lost in thought.”

“They didn’t seem to be nice thoughts,” she said. Her hand drifted over his, but didn’t touch it.

True enough. He didn’t have to worry about his erection anymore. At least for the next five seconds, before Fei let out another sweet moan.

“Just relax, Fei. This will be over soon,” he said, changing the subject.

She pouted. “I don’t want it to be over soon.”

The plan had never been to brush her tail, but she had been so pathetic that he had foolishly offered to help. She likely thought he would simply help her comb out the worst knots, or maybe she wanted some companionship.

Instead, she got the treatment of a tail-grooming master, if Nathan didn’t say so himself. He pushed her into the shower, given she wouldn’t stop marveling at the sight of her newly constructed and furnished bedroom suite.

Now she was sitting on a thick velvet cushion in her underwear while he brushed out her hair and tail. He had never expected to get so close to her so quickly, let alone like this, but beastkin desired physical intimacy more than other races.

Once he finished, Fei threw herself on her bed. She sank into the soft mattress with a groan of pleasure.

“I’ve never had a bed this soft,” she said, eyes closed. “Nobody said Bastions could create such amazing furnishings. Everywhere else I go is so plain by comparison.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. This was one of the few things his master had taught him in Falmir. He had little positive to say about his training as an apprentice Bastion, but he had learned to craft some very impressive furniture. Being able to conjure up whatever expensive materials and objects he wanted was freeing for Nathan.

Perhaps that meant he had wasted a little bit—or perhaps a lot—of energy from the binding stone on luxuries and aesthetics in the keep. But he planned to live here and use Gharrick Pass as a base of operations for some time. Why not make it a pleasurable experience?

Therefore, he filled the hallways and open spaces with ostentatious statues, gilded decorations, and decorative suits of armor. Nathan had set aside a small chapel for the Watcher Omria, even if he couldn’t bring himself to enter it. He’d even used his power to help Fei mount her demon’s head on the wall. The bedroom suites contained massive beds, bathrooms using plumbing technology that Nathan wasn’t certain had been invented yet, and ornate rosewood furniture.

“Enjoy it as much as you like,” he said. “Use today to explore or settle in. I need to spend some time with the binding stone.”

“Oh. Bastion stuff. See you later.” Fei waved to Nathan as he left the room.

He spent the rest of the day and most of the morning in a reconstructed office. Unlike most rooms in the keep, this one had survived the centuries relatively intact. Signs of temporary habitation were also present, namely an up-to-date map of the region which allowed Nathan to get a more accurate grip on the world.

His memory was good, but he had been a newbie Bastion when the Empire fell. Most of his knowledge came second hand.

The books and maps in the room had been preserved with magic, and a touch from the binding stone allowed Nathan to restore them enough that he could read them. Not that he could restore faded ink. The binding stone could repair dried paper, cracked spines, and prevent a scroll from falling apart when he picked it up, but it couldn’t fill in a word where one had been written centuries ago.

Nathan’s next step was to assess the current state of the leylines. The binding stone allowed Nathan to monitor the flow of magic in the surroundings, which an experienced Bastion could use to detect the movements of sorcerers, Champions, or demons.

Right now, there were potential signs of all three, which made little sense to Nathan. Perhaps his detection skills had gotten rusty. He couldn’t remember the last time he had used them on something that wasn’t a demon. Maybe he had misinterpreted something.

But what he knew was that there was a large draw on the leylines to the east, beyond Gharrick Pass. That felt like a powerful sorcerer actively using a leyline to power their magic. But there were also signs of Champions around there, if very faint. Too faint for a Champion to be actively present.

Closer to home, something felt wrong with the leylines. The flow of magic was disturbed, and that almost always meant demons. This disruption further affected Nathan’s ability to monitor this side of Gharrick Pass. For all he knew, Champions had been active here as well, but the leyline disruption covered their tracks.

Which, again, made no sense to Nathan. The portal was inactive and tiny. Demons might overflow to the neighboring region if the portal was actively overflowing with demonic energy, but that wasn’t the case.

“Oh, is this your office?” Fei interrupted. She poked her head through the open doorway. “Um, am I interrupting? You look deep in thought.”

“No, it’s fine. I have an open door policy.” Nathan waved his hand at the doorway, which didn’t have a door.

Fei tiptoed in, her brow furrowed. She stared at the doorway. Then it clicked.

“Oh. Oh! It’s a pun. You literally have an open door,” she said. “Huh. I thought you were the serious type, but…” she trailed off into inaudible mumbling.

Nathan waited patiently, leaning back in his chair. A large table sat between the two of them. On top of the table was the map he had found in here, which was dated 407 OA. The OA stood for Omnia’s Ascent and referred to her disappearance from the Anfang Empire. Nobody knew where the goddess went, but it marked the beginning of the decline for the Empire.

The Empire had fallen in mid-408 OA. This map was almost up-to-date and reinforced Nathan’s assumption that he was reliving the days that led up to the fall of the Empire.

“Anything interesting on the map?” Fei asked. She stared down at it.

The map depicted only the eastern border region of the Empire. It went as far north as Forselle Valley and ended just south of Gharrick Pass. The capital, Aleich, was visible at the western-most edge of the map.

“Apparently, the Empire thinks it controls land on the other side of the pass,” Nathan said, pointing at a small region of land on the far side of the Gharrick Mountains from their current location. “I’m worried we’ll be responsible for defending that. Perhaps our Lady von Clair will know more.”

“You want to visit her?” Fei asked.

“Shortly, yes. I’d feel more secure in a few days, once the walls are repaired.”

The binding stone had finished clearing out most of the courtyard, but its reserves had finally run dry. Nathan had turned his attention this morning to drawing in magical energy from the leylines, and would set the binding stone back to work in a day or two.

Until then, Gharrick Pass was unprotected. The keep was fully repaired and fortified, but it was far less defensible without an exterior wall. Nathan would have liked to block off the pass itself, but he lacked the Champions to defend such a long line of wall. Assuming he even had the time to build it in the first place.

Suddenly, a trumpet cut through his thoughts. The note was short, but piercing.

“Champion! Bastion! Are you here?” a voice shouted from afar.

The trumpet blew again.

“I think somebody wants us,” Nathan muttered. He rose from his chair and investigated the disturbance.

By the time they reached the entrance of the keep, the trumpet had blown three more times. Each time was further apart, but the shouting became incessant.

Nathan wanted to leave the nuisance be, but there was only one reason somebody rides up to a Bastion’s keep and requests their presence like this.

Well, two reasons. But the person blowing the trumpet would have been less panicked if he was here to summon Nathan on behalf of Lady von Clair or some other noble.

“I’m here, soldier,” Nathan called out as he pushed the keep’s gates open. A man wearing an Empire uniform sat on horseback in the courtyard, riding around in circles. Most likely a private soldier, given he lacked the emblem of the Emperor. Maybe one of Lady von Clair’s men?

“Are you the Bastion?” the soldier called out.

“I am. Nathan Straub. You’re one of von Clair’s men?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. I’m so glad you’re here.” The soldier closed his eyes for a moment and his horse whinnied nervously, picking up on the mood of its rider. He stroked the horse’s neck. “Calm down, girl. It’s fine.”

“You’re in a hurry. I take it you need help,” Nathan said.

“Lady von Clair formally requests your aid, Bastion. She understands you only just began your posting…” The soldier’s eyes lingered on the gleaming keep behind Nathan. He surely knew it had been a ruin not long ago.

“Leave the formalities for your lady. Where do I need to go?”

The soldier stared at Nathan. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. His horse tried to move forward, but he pulled her back.

“Trantia. Lady von Clair is under siege at Trantia. Please help her,” the soldier said. “I need to keep going, Bastion. Lady Nair must also be told of this attack.”

Nair?

“You mean Vera Nair, the sorceress?” Nathan probed.

“That’s right, Bastion. I’m sorry, but I must be off,” the soldier shouted, already riding down the pass.

The soldier’s figure vanished from sight while Nathan and Fei watched. His horse was fast, and possibly enhanced with magic.

“Trantia? That’s too far on foot,” Fei said. “He must have left hours ago to get here so fast. And the carriage left last night.”

The horseless carriage ran automatically on magic. The spell commanded it to return to the capital after dropping Nathan off, so it had. That left Nathan and Fei with no immediately obvious transportation methods.

“Maybe not hours. That horse is fast, and Trantia didn’t look that far away on the map,” Nathan said. “I’m more curious why Lady von Clair is sending a message to a famous sorceress by horseback. Surely she has some means to contact the region’s protector using magic or some faster means.”

“Protector? I thought you said that’s our job?” Fei protested.

“It is, but Nair’s a fairly well-known sorceress. We can work with her,” he said.

When the Amica Federation had attacked the Empire from behind, Nair had been the only line of defense the Empire had at Gharrick Pass. She had gone down in history as a sorceress who fought until the end for her country. Naturally, she lost, and the Empire was destroyed. But her name had lived on through almost every retelling of the fall of the Anfang Empire.

In Nathan’s mind, she was a comrade fighting to stop the end of the world.

“In any case, let’s worry about that later. For now, there’s a town under siege. Hopefully things haven’t gotten too bad,” Nathan said. He reached for the magic of the binding stone.

“Should we really go by ourselves? If they need this sorceress, and Lady von Clair’s soldiers can’t handle it, then can we?” Fei asked, eyes wide.

Nathan ruffled her hair. “You’re new to being a Champion, but consider this to be your first actual mission. Chances are the attackers are only bandits, and anything less than an enemy Champion, sorcerers, or demons are too weak to threaten us anymore.”

“Really?”

“Really. You’ll understand that once you crush your first bandit army single-handedly.” He chuckled.

Ignoring her pout at his dismissal of her worries, Nathan drew on the binding stone. It was low on power, but he only needed a tiny amount.

He cast his hand out and white sparkles drifted out. Where they landed, a pair of metallic horses sprung into existence, seeming to unfold into this world from thin air.

The horses were made entirely from steel. Empty space filled voids between overlapping plates of metal, and they had no actual heads. These were metallic automaton horses, rather than real ones.

The binding stone lacked the power to summon living creatures, as it couldn’t create or destroy life directly. So almost everything Nathan summoned was some form of metallic or earthen creation.

Fei stared at the summons with wide eyes. The horses stood perfectly still, even as Nathan mounted one.

“Are you coming?” he asked.

“I don’t know how to ride,” she whispered.

With a flick of his wrist, Nathan unsummoned the other horse. Fei flinched and looked down at the ground.

“Fei,” he said. “Fei, look at me.”

She looked at him. Saw his outstretched hand.

“Are you coming?” he asked again, holding his hand out. “We have a town to protect.”

She took his hand, and he pulled her up onto the horse in front of him. A moment later, the horse took off toward Trantia.


Chapter 6




Dense thickets of pine trees lined the road to Trantia. The forest floor was a thick bed of fallen pine needles, shrubberies, fallen trees, and rocks. Only the road was clear of debris, and tree trunks lined the forest path to keep forest debris and water clear.

Nathan scanned his surroundings while his automaton horse barreled forward at a full gallop. The horse took care of itself, so his mind was free to focus on other things.

A small part of his mind focused itself on the squirming beastkin girl holding on to him for dear life. Her warmth bled into him, and he felt the constant pressure of her body pressing against him. She was a pleasant distraction.

The rest of his mind concerned itself with disparities between what he thought he knew about the Empire and what he observed.

This area hadn’t been heavily populated or worked for centuries. Somebody kept the dirt road clear, but the forest showed no signs of human activity. If Nathan tried to run through the forest, he’d trip over within seconds and crack his head open.

Nathan was no expert on trees, so he had no clue how old these pines or the forest itself might be, but he knew that most forests weren’t this dense. Any nearby villages and towns would need wood to fuel their homes and industries.

There couldn’t be many people living nearby, then. No wonder Gharrick Pass had been left abandoned for so long. There was nobody to protect. This was the wilderness. He’d been sent to the boonies.

The ride took less than an hour. The fact the horse didn’t slow down or rest at all made the trip extremely fast.

A small town loomed in the distance.

“No smoke plumes,” Nathan said. “They haven’t done anything to the town yet. Let’s find a vantage point.”

With a mental nudge, Nathan directed the horse to a nearby hill. The forest thinned out and vanished well short of the town, and the pair had passed a couple of tiny villages on the way. Now the terrain was flat and open. Any besiegers could see Nathan and Fei coming without even trying.

Trantia looked to be intact. A wall surrounded the entire town, and Nathan could see undeveloped space within the town. Whoever had designed the wall had planned ahead.

Or perhaps they had overestimated the growth of the town.

There wasn’t much to see. A large manor house. A town hall far too large for the size of the town. A mishmash of houses built in wildly different eras. Nathan reckoned some buildings were as old as the Empire, and others younger than Fei.

A shimmering blue dome hung over the town.

“Does every town have that?” Fei asked, pointing at the magical barrier.

“Border forts and towns, usually,” Nathan replied. “Cities use a more limited variation in their walls.”

“Why only at the borders?”

Memories of refugees fleeing burning towns and armies wiped out overnight in “state-of-the-art” fortresses came to Nathan’s mind. The demonic hordes had shown little respect for the wondrous power of sorcery.

“Barriers are a fairly new technology. They haven’t been tested or made economical yet,” Nathan said, telling a half-truth. This was the reason a normal Bastion would give. Someone who hadn’t seen the barriers fail in the future.

“Econo—” Fei blinked. “What?”

“They cost too much to be worth it for now. The Empire would go bankrupt building them everywhere.”

Fei nodded. Nathan didn’t remember her being so… uneducated. She was cute, but he couldn’t help but want to teach her all the things she had known by the time he had met her in his timeline.

“I guess that’s why those bandits haven’t broken in,” Fei said, pointing at the mob of the people camped outside the walls. “There’s so many of them.”

“Really? That’s your reaction to that tiny group?”

“Eh?”

Nathan hid his smirk. If he smirked too much, he’d come across as condescending and arrogant to Fei, and he wanted her to like him. Hopefully love him, eventually.

“What was the last thing you told me before we left?” he asked.

Fei paused. She held a finger to her lips for several seconds. Then she nodded.

“‘I don’t know how to ride,’” she said.

Nathan glared at her. “Before that.”

“Um… Something about how dangerous it was because Lady von Clair’s soldiers couldn’t handle the bandits?”

“Exactly. Now, how many bandits are there, and how many soldiers do you think Lady von Clair has?” Nathan asked.

He waited while she counted the bandits one by one, then stared blankly at the town. Almost a minute passed. They were lucky that the bandits weren’t on the lookout for reinforcements. Or maybe the bandits assumed that a single horse with two riders was too insignificant to worry about, given how far away Nathan was sitting.

Both he and Fei had enhanced vision. He used the binding stone to see farther, and Fei’s beastkin senses were vastly superior to a human. Where the bandits could barely make them out, he and Fei could see the fine details of the bandits and their camp.

“Fifty-four bandits. Maybe a few more I can’t see in the tents,” Fei said. “I know Lady von Clair has at least that many soldiers. Don’t soldiers come in companies of a hundred?”

“It’s her private army, so she can have as many as she likes in a company. But normally, yes,” Nathan said. “What does that tell you?”

“She should have sent her troops out to crush the bandits? I don’t see any signs of battle.”

“Which means a few possibilities.” Nathan began ticking off fingers. “This is a trap intended to lure us or Nair in. The soldiers either aren’t here or are terrified of the bandits, which I feel is unlikely if we’re being called to help.”

Nathan held his last finger up. “Or, most likely, the bandits have a sorcerer of their own. It only takes one to upset the balance of a battle, and it explains why Lady von Clair’s soldiers are hiding inside the town.”

“They’re that powerful?”

“Compared to us? No. Compared to ordinary soldiers? Absolutely. A sorcerer’s spells punch through steel plate, melt flesh, and harm dozens at a time. Even if her soldiers win, Lady von Clair may lose half of them, and the bandits may simply retreat. Then they attack another day, and she has no soldiers left.” Nathan shrugged. “So, what is she to do?”

“Ask us for help?”

“Exactly. Even if this is a trap, there’s still likely to be a sorcerer present.”

“So this is a real battle then? Because there’s a sorcerer?” Fei asked.

“More so than I thought,” Nathan said.

He dismounted the horse. Fei watched him, remaining precisely where she was, her hands gripping the reins tightly.

With a thought, Nathan commanded the horse to lower itself to the ground. Fei screamed as the horse dropped, pressing herself against its neck. When nothing happened, she poked her head up and looked around.

“Oh.” She giggled and jumped off the horse.

The bandits continued to mill about outside the town. A handful of tents sat roughly a hundred meters from the walls, and a construction site was directly opposite the gatehouse. Open wagons loaded with logs sat next to the construction site. A half-dozen laborers were nailing the logs together into a frame. At the front of the site was a large hunk of misshapen steel.

A battering ram. Normally, it wouldn’t be able to break through the magical barrier. But with the help of a sorcerer, it could.

“We’ll take out the ram first,” Nathan explained, pointing out the construction site. “I can’t spot the sorcerer from here, so we’ll need to look for one once we’ve drawn their attention. Once you spot him, dash in and take him out. I’ll cover for you.”

“Against fifty bandits?” Fei squealed.

“I told you before, it’s not the bandits that we need to worry about. Don’t worry about them.” Nathan gave her grin and ruffled her hair.

She ignored his attempts to boost her morale. “There’s over fifty of them!”

This conversation wasn’t going anywhere. Fei needed to experience her power firsthand.

Nathan raised his hand and pointed his fingers at the battering ram’s construction site in the distance. In his mind, he found the nearby leyline. He could use the binding stone’s power, but the farther away from it he was, the more expensive it became to use.

Meanwhile, there was a leyline immediately beneath him. As Bastion, he had a direct connection to this leyline through the binding stone. Plucking a thread of magical energy from the leyline was trivial, and Nathan turned his attention back to reality after a few moments.

A pair of glowing orange squares snapped into existence around his outstretched wrist. Burning runes scrawled themselves into the surrounding air, embers of light drifting off into the rays of the afternoon sun. Nathan pulled power from the leyline and pushed it into the spell in his hand.

The air shimmered with the intensity of the magic being cast. The runes became blindingly bright. Too bright to read. Fei shielded her eyes, but still tried to watch, her mouth wide open in shock. Shouts rose up from the bandit camp.

Nathan closed an eye and tilted his head to one side. With his spare hand, he placed it over his open eye. He adjusted his hand, lined up his spell, and unleashed the power contained within it.

The battering ram vanished. Vaporized. Plumes of dirt, dust, wood, and ash rose dozens of meters into the air. Flames roared out from within the explosion. The shock wave flattened the closest tents and knocked bandits off their feet. Rocks and massive hunks of earth crashed down, taking out other tents. A bandit went down when a chunk of wood punched a hole through his chest. Dismembered limbs began to fall among the debris.

“That should get their attention,” Nathan said. He lowered his hand. “Head down there and see if you can’t find the sorcerer. I’ll back you up.”

Fei turned her head back from the screaming chaos of the bandit camp to look at Nathan. Then she looked back at the bandit camp. She closed her mouth and swallowed.

“Yes, sir,” she murmured.

Was that a little too much for his first spell, Nathan wondered. He’d kept the explosion fairly restrained compared to the amount of power he had drawn upon. Most of it had gone up or down, to provide a theatrical effect. He was fighting bandits, not an enemy Champion or demons.

Fei charged down the hill. Her pace sped up after the first few steps, and she soon kicked up a cloud of dust as she sprinted toward the bandits.

A few dozen bandits gathered themselves in groups. The closest to Fei stared at the approaching dust cloud, transfixed. Her scimitar tore through them before they reacted. Their bodies hadn’t hit the ground before she flipped over their heads toward the next group. Blood mixed with the dust she left in her wake, and her scimitar gleamed red.

A collapsed tent went flying, and a giant stepped out from beneath it. His armor was battle-scarred, but Nathan made out old markings of the Imperial Army on it. The breastplate fit too well on the man’s gargantuan figure, so he had to be a deserter. Bandits couldn’t afford tailored steel plate, especially when they’re that huge.

“It’s just one girl, ya buffoons,” the giant yelled. Nathan relied on his enhanced hearing to overhear the shouting. “Surround her so we can get her properly.”

Properly? That sounded bad to Nathan’s ears. He guessed the giant to be the bandit leader, or close enough.

Sliding down the hill, Nathan checked for any active magic. A wise sorcerer didn’t scan for magic in the middle of a battle, given the focus it required, but Nathan wasn’t in danger for the moment. If he found the enemy sorcerer first, he could end this battle before it truly started.

Before he found anything, a series of yells brought him back to his senses. A crossbow bolt slammed into the ground next to him. Another hit him dead in the chest.

The bolt snapped on impact and fell to the ground. Pain fountained out within Nathan for a few seconds, as if somebody had punched him very hard in the chest.

Given a crossbow capable of penetrating steel plate had hit him, he wasn’t complaining about a little pain. The magical protection the binding stone gifted him made him nearly immune to non-magical attacks, but they still hurt. And enough physical harm could kill, like having a fortress fall on top of his head.

The yelling stopped. Nathan looked over and saw five bandits. Three of them had stopped mid-charge, axes raised. They wore leather armor and chain mail. Behind them were two more bandits with crossbows. All of them stared at him, eyes wide and jaws dropping.

Nathan raised an arm. A glowing triangle appeared at the end of each fingertip of his hand. The bandits tried to turn and run.

With a snap of power, Nathan blew a fist-sized hole in the torso of each of the five bandits. He didn’t wait to see if they were dead. Ordinary humans couldn’t survive a hole where their heart should be.

The ground rumbled. Nathan cursed, realizing he had forgotten his primary objective.

An inferno of flames rose up in a straight line from the middle of the bandit camp. Fei was nowhere to be seen. Bandits scattered from the blazing fire, unsure if they were under attack by a third enemy. Their tents burned, and soon the inferno engulfed the entire clearing.

Nathan ran toward the flames. As the original blast faded into ash and smoke, Fei came back into view. She had her arms crossed in front of her, eyes closed and tail tightly wrapped around her torso.

Opposite Fei was another woman. Her figure wasn’t entirely clear through the smoke and haze, but she wielded a greatsword almost as big as she was.

“Fei! Counterattack her,” Nathan shouted.

Fei’s eyes snapped open. She looked down at herself. Pieces of her clothes fell off her body in ashen tatters, and her armor was blackened by something other than paint. But she appeared physically unharmed. She looked at the woman opposite her and grinned toothily.

The two swordswomen traded blows. Fei struck at every weak point she could reach. She dove behind her opponent and cut at her ankles. Despite the unwieldy size of her sword, the bandit swordswoman kept up with Fei’s magically enhanced speed.

As the smoke cleared, Nathan saw why. A glowing red hexagon hovered over the crossguard of the bandit’s greatsword. While looking at it, Nathan felt the power slowly filling it up. This bandit was a powerful sorceress.

The inferno from earlier hadn’t been caused by a sixth rank spell, which the hexagon denoted. Maybe a fourth rank spell at most. If this girl unleashed a sixth rank spell, the power would level the entire clearing. Shattering the barrier wasn’t even a consideration. Half the town would vanish in an instant, and the rest would be turned to ash in the ensuing blaze.

And Nathan knew she was casting a fire spell.

After all, he recognized the woman holding the sword. A young woman with short brown hair, who looked just shy of twenty. Her cloak covered up most of her figure, but he knew what she looked like. Petite, short, lithe, toned muscle, tanned skin, and blazing red eyes.

No, not red eyes. Not yet. He didn’t know her natural eye color.

“Sen,” Nathan murmured to himself, stopped in his tracks for a moment. He was fighting against one of his Champions from his old timeline, and a former lover.

Sen’s eyes locked with Nathan’s for a moment. Green. Her eyes were green. He memorized that fact.

Suddenly, Sen dropped her sixth rank spell and darted back. She raised her sword. A red triangle appeared at its tip. Fei raised her guard, recognizing an incoming spell.

Nathan raised his hand and cast a protective barrier in front of Fei. An instant later, Sen crashed into the glowing silver wall. An explosion burst from her sword. Nathan lost his view of Sen in the smoke.

“Pull back,” Nathan shouted. He reached for the binding stone and pulled a chunk of magic from it. He didn’t plan to use it, but Sen was a much more talented sorceress than he had expected to fight.

And he refused to kill her.

Fei glanced back at Nathan in confusion for a moment. His message got through a moment later and she leaped backward.

Drawing on the magical power he had just gathered, Nathan began to cast a fourth rank spell, and a square appeared around his hand. He raised his hand, palm upright, toward where Sen had been moments later. The moment the dust from the explosion cleared, he looked for Sen.

Found her, he thought. He clenched his fist.

Sen’s eyes widened. She immediately stabbed her sword into the ground. Magical power poured off her, but no magical shapes appeared around her.

She was trying to brute force her way out of his spell.

The earth exploded upward around her. Like a fist of hardened earth closing over her, Nathan captured her in his prison.

Dust filled the clearing. All Nathan smelled was dirt. The bandits cursed and shouted, trying to run away. The bandit leader was close, shouting Sen’s name. That confirmed that Nathan was right, as if he needed the confirmation.

“Derek, get everybody out,” Sen shouted. “Please!”

Nathan blinked. She’d escaped?

An enormous hole had been blown in the enclosed fist of hardened earth. Nathan saw no signs of fire or charring. The only answer was a raw blast of wind.

But Sen could only use fire magic in his timeline.

No. Again—like with his memory of her eyes—that was wrong. Nathan shook his head. Sen wasn’t restricted to fire magic yet. He cursed his faulty memory and assumptions.

“There’s just the two of ’em, girl,” the bandit leader, Derek, shouted back.

“Do you want to die?” Sen screamed. “He’s a Bastion! And a better sorcerer than me. Run!”

Those words had the bandits running for the hills. Sen had instantly realized what Nathan was, and probably what Fei was as well. But the bandits hadn’t.

Many people reckoned they could take a sorcerer down if they had the numbers. There were plenty of stories of brave knights and soldiers overcoming evil sorcerers and the like. The army even recruited less capable sorcerers, and there were plenty of people who thought they were a sorcerer because they could heal a scratch or help crops grow.

But everybody knew the legends of the Bastions. There weren’t any stories of a brave group of bandits defeating a man with the power to hold off legions of demons.

Sen never turned her back on Nathan as she retreated. She kept her sword raised. Her eyes were wild. Terrified.

Nathan grimaced as he watched her withdraw. He could stop her, he knew.

He didn’t know if he could stop her without hurting her. Or killing her.

“Is it alright to let them run?” Fei asked. “They seemed a lot stronger than you said they were. Or she was, at least.”

“She’s a spellblade, so that’s to be expected,” Nathan said.

The barrier over the town winked out. He heard noises from behind the gate. Presumably, the guards were checking that the bandits were gone and that it was safe to come out. Nathan walked toward the gate.

“Spellblade? What’s that?” Fei asked.

“A sorcerer talented with both sorcery and weapons. Many Champions can take out a normal sorcerer by getting up close, because sorcerers don’t fight in melee. Instead, they bombard you from afar. But a spellblade is dangerous at all distances, and often more dangerous up close.” Nathan waved a hand at the burning ruin of the bandit camp. “Think of them like the sorcerer equivalent to a Champion. I’m a spellblade, for reference.”

“Oh. I was going to ask. I knew you could use magic, but didn’t realize you were a proper sorcerer,” Fei said, grinning stupidly. “You were so cool. Nobody told me that Bastions used sorcery like that.”

“Most can’t. All Bastions need to understand sorcery, or else they won’t be able to use the binding stones, but most don’t have the talent to be sorcerers.” Nathan shrugged. “I’m not an especially good sorcerer, but I know a lot about the theory, and I have more raw power than most sorcerers thanks to the binding stones.”

“Not good at it?” Fei said. She looked at the nearby crater and the house-sized fist of hardened earth. She raised an eyebrow but changed the subject. “Um. And when do you use your sword? You said you’re a spellblade, like that woman from earlier.”

The gate creaked open. Close to a hundred soldiers trooped out through the doors. Each wore the same uniform as the rider who had come to Gharrick Pass.

“I’ll use my sword when we fight an enemy who needs me to,” Nathan said.

Fei blinked and tilted her head. He sensed she had more to ask, but the arrival of the town guards kept her inquisitiveness as bay.

A single officer stepped out in front of the assembled soldiers. He licked his lips and looked around the destroyed clearing. Sweat formed on his brow, visible beneath his helmet.

After several attempts to speak, he finally said, “On behalf of Lady von Clair, I thank you, Lord…”

“Bastion,” Nathan corrected. The officer’s eyes widened. “Bastion Nathan Straub. I believe Lady von Clair left a message with my Champion before I arrived.” Nathan gestured to Fei, who blushed and bowed. “If she’s in, I’d be happy to meet Lady von Clair now.”

The officer stared at Nathan. Once again, he looked around the clearing that had been full of bandits only minutes ago.

“Of course, Bastion,” the officer said after several seconds of silence. “Allow me to guide you to milady’s manor.”


Chapter 7




The von Clair manor towered over the town but was less impressive up close. Its stonework showed its age and was built with the same limestone as the keep at Gharrick Pass. The fence was wrought iron and held a pearlescent luster from its finish, and the windows were a beautiful green stained glass, with images of the Watcher Omria imprinted in the larger panes.

But the newer elements of the manor only drew more attention to how old and rundown the rest of the building was. The roof needed retiling. A previous owner had added gargoyles, and they clashed horribly with the current theme of the manor. The garden seemed unimpressive and overgrown, even to Nathan’s amateur eyes.

The interior wasn’t much better. The servants wore what Nathan assumed to be the latest fashion in the Empire: vests, collared shirts, and pleated pants in black and white for both men and women. Given the years between his original timeline and now, Nathan couldn’t quite recall what was in fashion or outdated.

But while the servants dressed up, the furnishings were antiques. Valuable antiques, but antiques nonetheless. Overwrought mahogany furniture cluttered up each room, and any upholstery had lost its original color. Nathan felt like he was walking through a museum.

“Our keep is so much nicer than this,” Fei muttered.

“Maybe keep that to yourself,” Nathan said. “We should be polite.”

A male beastkin with a wolf tail bowed and ushered Nathan into a sitting room. Unlike the rest of the rooms, this room had been redecorated. The coffee table was glass, unlike the back-breaking hunks of wood he had spied in the other rooms. Most of the furniture was made from steel, with natural ebony wood included for decorative purposes. The room was painted in neutral tones, instead of the warmer colors present elsewhere.

On the far side of the coffee table sat a young woman in a flowing black and blue dress that fell just short of her knees. She stood and curtsied to Nathan and Fei, a polite smile on her face. A glimpse of flesh drew Nathan’s eyes when she raised her dress above her thigh-high black stockings. She had dirty blonde hair, almost rust-colored, that fell just below her shoulders, and a figure that drew the eye to her broad hips rather than her less impressive chest.

“Good afternoon, Bastion,” she said. “I am Lady Anna von Clair. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I do hope we’ll have a long and beneficial relationship.”

A tea set sat on the table, laid out for three, so Nathan made his way to the table. Fei followed.

“I hope so, too. I assume you have a lot of bandits that need dealing with?” he asked before plopping into a seat opposite Anna.

Her smile turned brittle. She glanced at Fei, who pointedly looked away.

“It’s not about the bandits,” Anna said.

She sat down and poured the tea. It gave off the delightful smell of chamomile. Given where he was, Nathan suspected this would be sweeter than the blend he had usually been served in his timeline.

“What is it about then?” he asked.

“As I said, forming a beneficial relationship.” She stressed the last word of the sentence. “It goes both ways. You keep the peace of the region as Bastion, and I ensure the economic health of the region as its ruler. That’s what the Emperor expects of us, no?”

“You got to the point fast. Quid pro quo.” Nathan sipped at his tea.

Anna stared at Nathan, her smiling slipping for a second. “You have familiarized yourself rather quickly, it seems. I had been informed that I would need to help you settle in, build your keep, and provide military support until another Bastion arrived to give you a hand. At the very least, I can still help with you rebuild your fortress at Gharrick Pass.”

“Nathan’s already rebuilt the keep,” Fei chirped.

All eyes in the room turned to Fei, who preened under the attention. Nathan noticed the beastkin from earlier lurking at the entrance.

“How long have you been here?” Anna asked Nathan quietly.

“I arrived yesterday,” Nathan said.

Anna slowly placed her teacup back on the tray. She topped it up. Her face was expressionless. As slowly as she had lowered her cup, she raised it again and drank her cup in almost a single go.

“I had been told that you may be a little odd,” she said. “This isn’t the odd I expected.”

Nathan wracked his brain for the reason for her reaction. Was it the keep being rebuilt so quickly? That was pretty normal for a Bastion to be capable of. The power of a binding stone was enormous and constructing a castle was rather straightforward.

Although perhaps doing it in a single day was going overboard. Nathan hadn’t built a keep from scratch until he’d been a Bastion for years, and he couldn’t remember building it so quickly even then. Oops.

“Given the situation, I’d suggest you want odd. Or at least, out of the ordinary,” he suggested.

“And what do you think the situation is? You’ve barely let me attempt to explain anything.” Anna glared at him over her cup, slouching back in her chair. “You’re a noble. There’s something to be said for politeness, even if you prefer to be more straightforward. We’ve only just met!”

“Your facade melted fast,” Nathan commented.

She smirked at him, showing some teeth. “I’m happy to smile emptily, simper, and pander to you all day long if that’s what you like. But I’m absolutely certain that’s not what you want.”

“What do you think I want?” Nathan asked.

“Answer my question first.”

Nathan paused. She had asked him what he felt the current situation was. A fair question to ask of a new Bastion, especially when he hadn’t let the meeting play out the way Anna wanted it to.

“I think you’re the countess of an old, failing noble family in a region plagued with issues. You lack recognition and are under-resourced,” he explained, leaning forward and cupping his hands together. “The land is undeveloped. You rule from a township as if you’re a mere baroness, but you have your own military, so you must be a countess at least. The nearby bandits are brave enough to openly lay siege to towns, which suggests you’ve lost control of the region.”

Nathan took Anna’s widening eyes as a sign that he was on the mark, and continued, “To make matters worse, tensions are rising in the Empire. Last year’s campaign against Trafaumh failed, and there are worries that another will start any day now. Some are even worried about the Amica Federation and what they’ll do, but they won’t say it aloud. You should be receiving recognition and military support equal to the countess of a border region, but you’re only now being sent a brand-new Bastion with no additional support.”

Leaning back, Nathan spread his hands as if to ask if anything he said was wrong.

Anna frowned at him. “There’s one thing I’m confused about.”

“Name it.”

“I heard that your father passed over you in your line of inheritance. That’s why you became a Bastion.”

Really? Nathan hid his surprise at the revelation and checked his implanted memories from this timeline. They had grown less fuzzy over the last day.

She was right.

He had been raised to take over his family’s county in the north of the Empire. For years he had effectively run the land in his father’s stead, commanded its military, and learned sorcery on the side, while his father was busy being a Bastion.

Then war broke out with Trafaumh last year and his father abruptly returned, named his younger brother the new family heir, and left again. Nathan had effectively been disinherited. Any possibility of rebellion was quashed by the fact that his father was a Bastion. A single Champion could crush any uprising without even trying.

“And?” Nathan said after he finished processing his false past. Or perhaps his real past. He wasn’t sure which was which. Or whether this timeline’s past even mattered.

“I can’t understand why,” Anna said. She sipped her tea. “Unless your brother is one of the brightest people to walk Doumahr, I cannot see him being more worthy of the county than you.”

“We only just met,” he said, echoing her earlier words. “You’re making quite the assumption about me.”

“Cute,” she said, shooting him a smirk. “But you understand the situation better than most. Better than some of my own advisers, even. I don’t need a Bastion to quell some bandits. I need a Bastion to keep the Federation from invading, to make the region desirable, to make the Empire remember that my county even exists.” She nearly slammed her teacup onto the table, but stopped just short.

“Somebody could have told me all of that,” Nathan responded.

“There’s exactly one man in Aleich who understands what’s happening here, and he never tells anybody anything that they don’t already know,” Anna said. “I requested a Bastion over a year ago. Vera’s been complaining ever since I took over the county from my father that the Empire doesn’t do enough. She’s right, but her frustrations have made her less reliable in her agreement to protect the region. She used to clean up the bandits twice a year. Now she only deals with them when they attack, and I can’t contact her using sorcery anymore.”

That was news to Nathan. He finished his tea and placed his cup back on the table. Fei poured him another cup.

“Is she distracted? Or is something else going on?” Nathan asked.

“Both? Neither?” Anna huffed. “I wish I knew. Vera and I are old friends. I never planned to ask for a Bastion, but when my brother got called away to fight Trafaumh last year, I needed more support than Vera was willing to offer me.”

“Your brother went up north?”

“He’s still there. We’re a noble family, and we ostensibly rule a county. My archduke would strip me of my lands and title if I didn’t support him militarily.” She shrugged. “The bandits were a problem before, but they’ve gotten worse over the past year.”

Nathan leaned back and let her words wash over him. A grandfather clock ticked away in the corner of the room. Seconds passed, and Anna finished off the last of the two pots of tea initially laid out.

“Kuda, more tea, please,” Anna asked the beastkin servant in the room.

“Yes, mistress,” Kuda said with a bow. He removed the tray containing the tea set and passed it to a servant outside of the room, before immediately returning.

“A question,” Nathan said. “Let’s say I deal with the bandits—”

“A brave proposition,” Anna remarked.

“I know. I’m amazing, aren’t I?” Nathan said blandly. “I deal with the bandits. What do you do next as countess to make it worthwhile?”

“Well, I could give you a curtsy, a cute smile, and serve you some nice cakes, but you seem to want me to do something of substance,” Anna said. As if to punctuate her point, her servant placed a tray of cakes and tea on the table. “And it seems you get the cakes as an advance payment, so I’ll need to offer something more attractive, won’t I?”

“I’d imagine so,” Nathan said, trying to hide a smile.

“I’ll lower taxes,” she said simply. “I’ve always wanted to do it, in order to attract the peasantry from neighboring counties and develop Gharrick County. But Kuda thinks that so long as the bandits are here, nobody will come. So I need the right opportunity.”

“Can’t say I know much about that, but if you’re confident it will work.” Nathan shrugged.

Anna gave him an odd look. “You ran your father’s county longer than I’ve run this place. Don’t you have an opinion on it?”

“Aren’t you the one relying on Kuda’s advice?” Nathan replied, nodding at the male beastkin standing by the door.

“The plan is my own. Kuda is merely an adviser, and I disagree with him.”

“Then why not go through with the plan, if you’re so convinced that you’re right?”

“Because that’s what it means to have a trusted adviser. If I ignored him, he’d be pointless.” Anna sighed and bit into her cake. She spoke again after a few seconds, “I think I’m right, but I trust Kuda. And if I’m wrong, I risk bankrupting the county. Now that you’re here, I don’t need to wait.”

“What if I don’t get rid of the bandits? You lowering taxes isn’t much of an incentive for me,” Nathan said, keeping his face expressionless. Unfortunately, Fei looked at him in shock.

Anna smirked, and pointed at Fei. “Your poker face is good, but hers needs work. Besides, you drove away the army outside the gates without any offer of reward. I imagine you became a Bastion for a good reason. Trying to retake your lost county, hmm?”

Anna’s eyes bore into Nathan’s, her smirk widening.

Perhaps that had been the drive for the original Nathan of this world. Revenge. Without the power of a Bastion, it was impossible for Nathan to take back his inheritance. His father was too powerful.

But for the Nathan sitting in this room right now?

“I’m a Bastion. I use a binding stone to rewrite reality. I have an adorable Champion by my side. Why would I care about some old territory?” Nathan said, before stuffing a hunk of cake into his mouth.

Anna burst into a fit of laughter, genuine mirth spilling out into the room. “I never thought of it that way.” She wiped tears from her eyes and met Nathan’s gaze. “It sounds like something my father would say. You remind me of him.”

“I remind you of your father?” Nathan asked incredulously.

“It’s in your manner. Arrogant, overconfident, certain that you’re making the right decisions. You’re the type to ask me a question when you already know the answer you expect to hear, and you’ll educate me on why I’m wrong if I don’t give you that answer.” Anna’s smile turned wolfish. “Am I wrong?”

She wasn’t. The description was everything Nathan worried he was becoming.

“I’m not sure I like being compared to your father,” Nathan said. “We must be close to the same age.”

“True.” Anna gave him a critical look. “You should lay off the condescension a little until you have the gray hair to pull it off without pissing people off. You’re a little too cute to pass as a wise but embittered mentor.”

“Cute?” Fei repeated, her voice low and eyes narrowed. The tip of her tail circled in the air.

“Do you describe your father that way as well?” Nathan drawled.

Anna paused and tilted her head. Her cheeks turned red, and she looked over Nathan’s shoulder for several moments in silence.

“That’s not what I meant when I compared you to my father,” she said. “I was talking about how you behaved.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can we pretend this didn’t happen?”

“Can you never call me cute again?”

“Deal.”

Nathan raised his empty cup. Seconds passed. Eventually, Anna realized the purpose of his gesture and raised her cup in return. He clinked his cup against hers and nodded.

“To a long and beneficial relationship,” Nathan said.


Chapter 8




“You should see Vera once you settle in,” Anna said as they left.

She saw them out through the rear courtyard of the manor. Monstrously tall hedges hid them from sight as she led them down a marble path. A solid wrought iron gate blocked the exit, and Anna stopped short of it. Her servants, including Kuda, stopped just outside of hearing distance farther down the path.

“You mentioned she’s been hard to contact,” Nathan said.

“She responds to messengers, but I can’t get through using magic at all. I’m not a very proficient magic user, so I don’t know why. But neither the two-way communication mirror I share with her works, nor the wireless.” Anna grimaced and looked up at the odd metallic box protruding from the top of her manor house.

Wireless communication was a burgeoning field of magic. Sorcerers had always communicated long-distance between each other, or enchanted objects to do the same. But making it available more widely had only become a reality during Nathan’s childhood.

Nathan knew that only nobles and the military used the wireless at present. The boxes were expensive, used rare magical catalysts, and needed to be located close to leylines to be effective. They also weren’t portable. But they enabled transmission of audio and images to anybody else along the same unbroken leyline connection of the wireless. Sorcerers had been battling over what to name the technology, but most people called it the wireless.

In the future, it would become reliable enough to use over short distances and dominated all forms of communication. Nathan had used it to transmit the visuals of the demonic portal in his last stand, and the technology had become vital to the monitoring of demonic portals across the world. But it would be years before sorcerers would make the advancements necessary.

“That’s likely because the leylines are disrupted,” Nathan mused aloud, responding to Anna’s worries.

“Disrupted? How can the leylines be disrupted?” Anna asked. She folded her arms and gave him a quizzical look.

“Usually because of demons.”

Anna gasped, but he gestured for her to calm down.

“But I don’t know. I’ve been here a day. The first thing any Bastion does is check on the leylines and the portal. The portal is fine, but the leylines aren’t. I can probably kill two birds with one stone and deal with the bandits while checking on the leylines. Nair might know more,” Nathan explained.

Most likely, Sen had convinced her group of bandits to locate themselves on top of a leyline. Her magic would be greatly enhanced, and she could recover her stamina much faster. Nathan hoped she hadn’t, but Sen wasn’t stupid. She would take every advantage she could get.

“Hmm,” Anna let out a low noise as she eyed Nathan. “In any case, you should be off. I’ll send Kuda along to Gharrick Pass with some soldiers and staff in a week or two.”

Nathan blinked. “What?”

“I said—”

“I heard you. Why?”

“I’m the countess of Gharrick County. I need to help my Bastion run his fortress, don’t I? And keep an eye on my investment.” Anna smiled. “Who better to send than my most trusted adviser.”

With those last words, Nathan and Fei left the countess and the town of Trantia.

The remains of the bandit camp smoldered outside the walls. A handful of carts sat near teams of laborers piling up wood, rocks, and messier things. The people helping were exclusively male, and the soldiers pitched in to help with grim faces. Nobody tried to break apart the fist of earth that Nathan had created.

Before he returned, Nathan took the opportunity to break down the remains of his spell and burn the bodies of the fallen bandits. Fei wanted to stay for longer to help clean up the rest, but the red rays of sunset peeked over the horizon.

The automaton horse trotted up in response to a mental command from Nathan, and the two mounted it. Waving goodbye, Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass.

Outside, he found the messenger from the morning. He was drinking from the well in the courtyard. The soldier saluted Nathan with a slap of his chest, but his expression showed his confusion.

“Bastion, you’ve returned?” he asked, looking past Nathan for something that wasn’t there.

“We have.” Nathan lowered the horse to the ground and dismounted after Fei did. “I went, I saw, I chased away the bandits. Once I find out where they’re hiding, I’ll finish them off.”

The messenger gawked at Nathan. “That… That fast?”

“I am a Bastion. Haven’t you read the legends?” Nathan walked past the messenger, then turned back. “Did you want to come in? You’ve been riding all day, I think.”

“I… No. I need to pass on Lady Nair’s message to Lady von Clair as soon as possible.” The messenger looked troubled. After a pause, he saluted again and said, “Thank you for helping us, Bastion.”

Clearly Nair wasn’t in the mood to send help. Nathan hadn’t passed anybody on the way over, and nobody accompanied the messenger.

Something was awry with the relationship between Anna and Nair. History spoke of Vera Nair as a brave defender of the Empire, who fought to the bitter end to protect her country. He’d been here for a day and learned that she might be an embittered defender at best.

Or perhaps something else was at work. Nathan recalled the activity from Champions he had sensed on the far side of Gharrick Pass. The signs had been faint, but was it possible that Nair was being threatened by the Federation? If she was preoccupied with a rival nation, or in danger, then leaving her tower was dangerous. The Federation could seize her tower while she was away.

The messenger left after refilling his canteen at the well and saluted Nathan again.

The keep hadn’t changed while Nathan and Fei had been away. If it had, he would have been worried.

“I’m going to finish what I was doing this morning,” Nathan told Fei. “You should get some rest.”

“Rest? Why? I’ve spent so long sitting around.” Fei pouted. Apparently, a brief tea party allowed her to forget the battle she had fought earlier.

“Just be sure not to push yourself.”

Fei rolled her eyes. “Lady von Clair’s right. You are like a father.”

Nathan froze. “Goddess, don’t call me that.”

Fei stared at him with wide eyes. A broad grin stretched across her face, giving her a genuinely catlike appearance. “Oh? Why not?”

“I’m not that old,” he muttered.

“Really?” Fei purred. Her eyes ran up and down Nathan’s body. For the first time in a long time, Nathan felt self-conscious. He felt that she was sizing him up like a piece of meat.

It was a nostalgic feeling. Most of his lovers had long since stopped sizing him up in his timeline.

Fei remained silent, but her eyes lingered on Nathan’s crotch for longer than he felt was necessary.

“Maybe you should say that you’re experienced?” Fei said after close to thirty seconds of silence. “I’m beginning to appreciate experience.” She licked her lips, her cheeks turning red, and cat ears flattening against her head.

Something told Nathan that Fei wasn’t thinking of a family-friendly sort of appreciation right now.

“Yes. Let’s say that I’m experienced. And that I’m definitely not your father,” Nathan said, looking Fei squarely in the eye.

“Yup,” Fei said.

Then she spun on her heel and walked away. “I’ll see you in the morning, Nathan.”

He watched her, his eyes tracking lower on her body. Her bushy black tail swished back and forth with each step. But his focus was on the toned ass that tail was attached to, and he wondered how different her body felt compared to his memories.

“She’s teasing me,” he muttered, and headed up to his office.

He froze the moment he stepped inside it.

A matte black door stood at the back of the office. Impossibly, a shield hung in mid-air over the doorway, hovering in front of the door itself. Nathan had restored the shield yesterday, turning it from a faded, rusted mess into a decoration bearing the emblem of the Imperial Army. He figured he needed to put on a show of loyalty in case somebody visited.

Now a monochrome doorway had popped into existence behind that shield. It had appeared while Nathan had been away.

He pulled the shield off the wall. The mounting bracket hovered in mid-air. He needed to use magic to pull it out, and flakes of stone puffed out when he did so. Where was the stone coming from, he wondered.

The doorway felt solid, and Nathan couldn’t feel where the old wall had been. But when he dove into his binding stone, he couldn’t sense the new door, only the wall that he couldn’t see.

What the hell was he seeing? Had reality broken down?

A lump formed in Nathan’s throat. Given the color of the door, and the impossible nature of its existence, he had a bad feeling about it.

He gripped the knob of the door.

Nathan pulled on the door. It didn’t move.

Nathan pushed the door. It didn’t move.

Frustrated, he banged on the door and tried to force it. Nothing worked. He stepped back, growling.

The door swung inward. He saw only solid white light in the gap it created. He pushed the door all the way open, but only a white void appeared.

The binding stone still told Nathan that there was no door here. Only a wall that he had stuck his hand through.

Nathan closed his eyes and stepped through the strange doorway. For an instant, he felt his entire body warp. Or shift. Or something. The sensation was unlike anything he had ever experienced. The closest thing he could compare it to was the feeling that his entire body was being transformed from the ground up.

When he opened his eyes, it felt like nothing had changed. He wore the same clothes, his hands looked the same, and he thought the same thoughts.

“Finished appreciating the ship of Theseus paradox?” an all-too-familiar voice asked.


Chapter 9




Nathan looked up and blinked.

Kadria lounged on… something in front of him. She looked exactly as she had on the night he first met her, when she destroyed his fortress and his timeline, and gave him a second chance in life. She had bronzed skin, wore nothing but underwear, and had terrifying eyes of red and violet that bore into his soul. She raised an eyebrow at him.

More concerning was what was around her, and under her.

The entire room, if Nathan could call it that, was an outline. He couldn’t see any objects, only outlines. The white void had become a black void, and everything inside this space was outlined with white lines. Nathan felt that he had stepped into a world where everything wasn’t merely monochrome, but lacked depth.

Had he been blinded?

And what was a ship of Theseus?

“What the hell is this?” Nathan asked, horror creeping into his voice.

Kadria blinked, eyes narrowing. “You can see them?”

“Them?”

“The furniture. The room. The cushion I’m sitting on.”

“I can see outlines. Have you blinded me? What the hell have you done?” Nathan nearly yelled. His breath quickened.

“Calm down. You’re not blind. This room isn’t like your world. Think of it like the world that the portals appear in. A ‘place between worlds,’ I think you described it as to your would-be squeeze?” Kadria explained, leaning into her cushion.

“I can see just fine in the portals.” Nathan tried to calm down, however. He had to believe his vision defect was temporary.

“The portals are closer to your world than not.” Kadria shrugged, and it did interesting things to the thin strips of cloth covering her admittedly small chest. “This place isn’t. Not yet. I’m able to connect it to your world thanks to you, but the fact you’re able to see anything other than me is a miracle.” She paused and eyed Nathan cautiously. “Honestly, most of this has been a miracle. You’re a more talented Bastion than I thought.”

“Why thank you,” he muttered. He had calmed down now and was regaining his bearings.

The room—assuming it even was a room—wasn’t especially large. Perhaps the size of a minor noble’s bedroom. The walls were rounded, lacking corners. The outline of a bed occupied most of the room.

Nathan blinked. The bed appeared to be massive, larger even than those Nathan had created, but the objects alongside it didn’t quite line up. Nathan took a step forward, in case the problem was because of his poor depth perception was staring at the outlines of shapes.

The room seemed to shift, and nothing felt right. Nathan took a deep breath and instead focused on Kadria. The Messenger lounged on her cushion, watching him intently.

“Don’t stare too closely. Like I said, this room isn’t very close to your world,” she said gently. He didn’t know her voice could be so soft.

“What the hell does that mean?” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes in an attempt to quell the migraine he felt coming on.

“It’s complicated. Suffice it to say that I’m not from around here,” Kadria said, shrugging off the question. “Tell me, does your talent usually cause you so much pain?”

“I say again, what the hell does that mean?” Nathan growled, more annoyed than confused now.

With a wave of her hand, Kadria summoned an image on the floor between the two of them. Nathan saw the space between him and Kadria become farther apart, saw her face become smaller, but the room somehow didn’t seem larger. Kadria was distorting space itself on a level he had trouble comprehending.

Closing his eyes, Nathan realized he was in well over his head. He reopened them and stared at Kadria, who pointed at the image between them.

Sen’s face appeared there, from the battle earlier today. Every pore on her face was visible, the sheen of her lips, flecks of dirt, the slight whiteness of a scar that must have recently healed.

And terror. Raw terror was evident in her eyes and her expression.

Nathan looked away with a scowl. He couldn’t stand to look at Sen’s face like that any longer. The memory was too fresh.

“Let me ask again. Does being such a talented Bastion usually hurt you so much?” Kadria asked. She wasn’t taunting him, he thought. “This ‘Sen’ girl of yours is terrified of you. Terrified of your power. Wasn’t she one of your precious Champions from your world?”

“I’m a Bastion. She’s a bandit. Of course she’s scared,” Nathan said.

“She knew you were a Bastion the moment she saw your adorable little catgirl run up and try to cut her arms off. It wasn’t until you started throwing around complicated sorcery like it was child’s play that she became genuinely frightened.” Kadria crossed her arms.

“All I need is the chance to talk to her, and make her realize that I can help her,” Nathan said, looking over the image at Kadria. He did his best not to let his eyes drift down to the only other colorful thing in the room.

“Oh, yes. I’m sure she’ll be keen to listen to the man who killed all her friends.” Kadria sighed. “I am trying to help you here, if you’d stop being so defensive.”

“Help me?” Nathan resisted the urge to scoff, if only because he realized he had no reason to doubt Kadria. She had been true to her word so far. “Why? Haven’t you already gotten what you wanted from me?”

She raised an eyebrow and changed position on her cushion. Her lithe legs shifted about until they crossed at the ankles, which only drew Nathan’s eyes further in, to the tiny strip of cloth covering Kadria’s nether regions. Her panties were far too thin, he felt. His imagination didn’t need to try very hard to create an image of what she looked like without her underwear.

“Neither of us have gotten what we wanted yet,” Kadria said, a broad grin crossing her face. “The fact you can’t bear to tear your eyes away from my crotch is proof of that.”

“You’re tempting me,” Nathan said, raising his eyes.

“I am a Messenger.” Kadria wagged a finger at him. “But that’s not even my point here, as much as I adore your attention.” She took a deep breath and schooled her expression. “I sent you to this world to prevent it from turning into a wasteland. We both agreed that’s what we wanted. And while it’s not a wasteland right now, it still has a shockingly high likelihood of becoming exactly the ruin that I collected you from. So, no, I don’t have what I want. And neither do you.”

Kadria’s violet eyes bore into his, and he felt her red pupils were ablaze. “We’re still partners. You need to claim binding stones, empower Champions, and prevent the world from falling apart. I’ll help you overcome any seals, enjoy the women you want to turn into Champions, and find what’s going to be the next problem. Sound like a good deal?”

Something about her end of the deal didn’t sound right to Nathan’s ears.

“You’ll what?” he said.

“Too crass? I figured you’d like that given how badly you’re lusting after your catgirl and me,” Kadria said. “Champions don’t just stick to their Bastions, they become sticky.” She gave him a lewd smile. “So yes, my part of the deal is to help you with problems such as this ‘Sen’ girl.”

“And to stop other Messengers? Or is that too much work,” Nathan asked, trying to avoid the topic of Sen.

“You need to stop the Messengers, but I’m more than happy to point out when they’re coming and give helpful tips.” Kadria ran a finger along her belly idly. “I don’t want them horning in on my territory.”

Nathan let that slide, as much as he disliked the way it sounded.

“How exactly do you plan to help with Sen?” he asked.

“Your problem with her—with all of your former Champions from your world—is that she doesn’t have a reason to trust you. Those years where they built up trust in you, and were filled with trust by you, are gone. But not to me.” Kadria waved her hand and the image between the two of them changed to that of the older Sen, with red eyes and white hair. “I can make the Sen in this world remember you in the same way that your Sen did.”

Nathan’s eyes widened. She could bring Sen back? His Sen?

“Wait,” he muttered. “You’re going to implant memories from the Sen in my timeline into the Sen in this timeline?”

“Is there a problem?”

“You did that to me. And it completely changed me,” Nathan said, enunciating every syllable clearly as he thought through something that had been bothering him since he arrived. The disquiet he had felt when exploring his implanted past in Anna’s manor grew. “I’m Nathan Straub in name and remember that past, but I only feel and care about the memories and things that Nathan Martel does. When I look at my memories from this timeline, it’s like I’m reading a book. It’s fascinating, but it’s not my life. Nathan Straub has been overwritten with the existence of Nathan Martel.”

Kadria stared at Nathan, her eyebrows almost vanishing into her black bangs. “Oh my. And here I thought you were completely lost on the ship of Theseus. I really have underestimated you. No wonder you’re terrifying those around you.”

“Who even is Theseus, and why do you keep bringing him up?”

“A myth from a much, much different world.” Kadria tilted her head, and the bangles in her ears chimed. “Don’t think too much about it. Mostly because I’m not saying I’ll restore Sen’s memories.”

“Then how will she remember me?” Nathan asked.

“Her emotions. Her feelings of trust toward you. Her love. She’ll remember the parts of you that will make the Sen here feel the same way about you as the Sen from your world. But she’ll still be the Sen from this world.” Kadria smirked. “I can do that to any of your former Champions. If you’d like, I can give your catgirl a push. She’s very into you, but add on the emotions of her other self and she’ll be slobbering all over your cock tonight. That’s what you want, right?”

Nathan glared at her.

In response, Kadria sat forward and shifted her legs slightly to make her crotch more visible. The tiny black cloth stuck so tightly to her body that she might as well have worn nothing. Her hardened nipples poked through underneath her bra. She ran her hands along her naked belly before cupping her small breasts. Her tongue slithered out of her lips for a moment. Nathan could smell her arousal, but he couldn’t describe the scent as anything other than distilled lust.

“That’s what you want, you mean,” Nathan responded coldly. “Only one of us is talking incessantly about sex, and it’s not me.”

Kadria’s smirk widened. “Your pants are straining to contain you and you’re chastising me about being lewd?”

Nathan took a step forward. The room shifted, the projected image of Sen vanishing, and he found himself face-to-face with Kadria. Or crotch-to-face, as he towered over her while she sat on her cushion.

Hot air blew over his crotch. Kadria’s breathing quickened. She glanced up at him, but her focus quickly returned to the bulge in front of her face. Her hands wandered up his legs and pulled his cock free. He finished hardening in response to the fresh air.

Something wet touched his balls. Kadria ran her tongue along his shaft and gobbled up what was leaking out of the tip. Her eyes lidded in pleasure and he felt the pressure of her swallowing with her lips pressed against him.

“I was right. You want this,” Nathan said. He tried to step away but couldn’t. His legs wouldn’t move. They were frozen. Not merely glued to the ground, but frozen. His entire lower body was stuck in place.

Kadria giggled. “Let me feast for a minute or five. You taste amazing. So much magic has been distilled into you that I can only imagine this is going to be like sucking down a long, thick, gooey milkshake.”

A what? And those words didn’t sound right together to Nathan.

Realizing he couldn’t escape, Nathan was damned if he’d let the demon have her way. He grabbed two of her curly horns. She gasped, freezing in place.

“Let me go,” he growled.

She stared up at him but didn’t answer. Her tongue flicked out and suckled on his tip, and he groaned. Her eyes curved, and she continued to ignore him and instead focused on pleasing him.

He wanted to pull her off. Ruin her fun and take control. But she knew what she was doing, and her ministrations felt amazing.

As lust overtook him, Nathan realized he could control a different way. He pulled his arms in.

Kadria’s eyes rolled into the back of her head as her lips kissed the base of Nathan’s groin and he filled her throat. He felt her pressing down against him, felt pleasure rising within his balls.

He pumped her back and forth along his length. A wet sound joined the bubbling and gurgling Kadria made with each movement. Looking down, Nathan saw her fingers buried in herself, splashes of liquid flying out onto her bronzed thighs or vanishing on the black void floor.

A climax rose up within Nathan, and he rammed himself as deep in her throat as possible, pulling her horns hard. Seconds passed as he emptied himself more than he thought possible. Kadria tried to moan around the thing in her mouth.

Nathan freed himself from her with a pop and leaned back with a groan. Kadria’s eyes watched a little bit of white leak out afterward, and she quickly lapped it up.

“You should use the binding stone to get yourself ready for more,” Kadria said. “I feel like I’ve filled myself up with the greatest milkshake humanity has ever produced.”

“The binding stone doesn’t work on living things,” Nathan said, all his fire gone for a moment. He watched Kadria clean him up and wondered how much she would moan when he got hard again.

“Uh-huh. And that’s why we’re still in your world, surrounded by a ruined fortress, right?” Kadria said.

She pulled back and licked her lips. Feeling returned to Nathan’s legs, and he tried to move forward, but an invisible force stopped him.

“Let’s stop here for now. I’ve had my taste, and it was as unexpectedly good as everything about you has been. But I like my relationships slow, and this is already going a little faster than I’d like,” Kadria said. She gulped as she stared at Nathan’s throbbing length. “Plus, it’s important for you to remember who is in control.”

Nathan knew who was in control. He knew all too well.

And it wasn’t the Messenger staring at his cock with her fingers buried in her crotch.


Chapter 10




The next two weeks passed in a blur. Before Nathan knew it, a convoy of soldiers arrived on his doorstep.

“You work fast, Bastion,” Kuda said. Nathan recognized him as Anna’s beastkin adviser, and possibly also a servant. His red wolf’s tail remained surprisingly still behind his body.

If Nathan were to describe Kuda in a word, it would be “disciplined.” It was common for beastkin to be servants, but they were often unruly. Their animal features weren’t for show. They often displayed animalistic behaviors, and those behaviors couldn’t be trained or educated out of them. It was part of their nature, the same way that fairies needed to fly, and humans breathed.

Wolf beastkin were social animals, desiring constant contact with those they accepted or desired. At the same time, they were wary of anybody outside of their social circle. Nathan sometimes spent days convincing a wolf beastkin to speak with him at all when they first started working for him.

So for Kuda to have no issues at all being Anna’s liaison with Nathan surprised him. Trusted adviser or not, Kuda’s faith in Anna must be absurdly high.

Or somebody had somehow trained the shyness out of Kuda. The man’s poker face was too good for Nathan to tell if the beastkin was anxious.

“Construction is something I’m good at,” Nathan said. He looked past the beastkin at the half-dozen wagons. “I expected more soldiers and fewer clerks.”

“As you proved at Trantia, ordinary soldiers are no match for the power of a Bastion, Champion, or sorcerer. Lady von Clair is happy to provide you one half-company of her private guards to help with patrolling the keep. The rest are to assist me in my duties,” Kuda explained.

The two men watched the hundred soldiers unload their wagons. Armor, weapons, food, barrels of booze, spare uniforms. Typical stuff.

The other wagons were of more interest to Nathan.

“I understand that. But the clerks?” he asked.

Kuda smiled and said nothing.

Two of the wagons had carried people, rather than goods. Unlike soldiers, civilians aren’t used to marching all day long. While Nathan had expected some administrative staff to help Kuda, there were far too many clerks here.

A couple dozen paper pushers bumbled around the wagons, doing a terrible job of unloading their supplies. One wandered over to the outer gatehouse, looking thoughtful. The rest seemed awed by the fortress they found themselves in.

Nathan had been busy these past two weeks. One item he had knocked off his to-do list was finishing the fortress. The keep stood tall, casting a shadow over everybody in the courtyard. But it now stood on top of a hill, giving it a height advantage, and a thick wall ringed the entire courtyard. Nathan hadn’t wasted much effort making the wall too high. Ten meters was plenty. Champions could still hop over the wall, but it was enough to deter a normal army.

Especially as two layers of defenses sat outside the wall. One was a simple ditch. It was empty, but any attackers had to first run uphill, then traverse a three-meter-deep ditch. When the attacker got past the first ditch, he’d find himself facing another ditch.

Except this one was filled with barbed stakes.

It wasn’t the strongest fortification that Nathan had built, but he felt it would cause a lot more trouble to a conventional army than they likely bargained for. The limestone in the wall was reinforced by the binding stone, so siege weapons would be less effective than normal. With another week or two, Nathan would have the power to add a magical barrier to the fortress, preventing a sorcerer or Champion from easily destroying the wall or ditches.

Given the fortress had been a pile of rubble two weeks ago, he forgave the clerks for being a little shocked.

“The clerks?” Nathan asked again.

“This is the border with the Amica Federation. It is also the fortress of the Bastion responsible for keeping the peace of the county,” Kuda explained. “Lady von Clair plans to re-institute the tariffs she is lawfully allowed to collect on goods entering and leaving the Empire. Furthermore, I suspect you will need some clerks to help you. You seem to be by yourself here. When merchants and others come to take advantage of the security of your fort, you’ll need a hand.”

Nathan grimaced. Kuda was right.

Almost every fortress a Bastion set up attracted its own populace. Bastions were popular, which meant a certain type of people wanted to live near them. A Bastion’s fort was also one of the safest places to live, as they had Champions and soldiers present in large numbers at all times.

And Gharrick Pass was a thoroughfare for trade. Nathan had noted that traders passed through almost every day, sometimes in large convoys. He had chatted with a few when they stopped to rest or request water. One had even stayed the night, trading some intelligence about the Federation’s growing military near the border in exchange for a night’s accommodation.

“Why haven’t you collected tariffs in the past? Surely that would have solved a lot of financial issues and allowed Anna to lower taxes to attract more peasants,” Nathan asked.

“In case you haven’t noticed, we have something of a bandit problem,” Kuda said drily.

“They’re attacking the traders?”

“Enough that if we charged a tariff or toll, they’d almost all go the long way, through Forselle Valley to the north.”

“That’s a long trip. Easily another week or more for your average merchant,” Nathan mused.

“Compared to the cost of paying for guards, paying an eighth of your best product in tariffs, and then risking bandit attack anyway? Only the larger convoys dared to come through when we did have a tariff. For the most part, that’s what we see. The bandit attacks ceased when we stopped trying to collect tariffs a couple of years ago.”

Nathan stared at Kuda. “And that’s not suspicious to you?”

Kuda laughed. “Goddess, no. Even Bastion Leopold felt that the Federation was funding the bandits. A lot of the wealthier families in the Federation use this route to trade with the Empire, and it’s big money for them.”

“And he still did nothing?” Nathan pressed. Bastion Leopold was Nathan’s direct superior, and the Bastion who had appointed him, according to his implanted memories. Although Nathan knew of the man from his own timeline.

“The Empire’s focus is to the north, on Trafaumh. Bastion Leopold’s hands were tied, I understand. We tried taking other steps, but they never went anywhere. Politics, you see.” Kuda sighed. “Eventually, we applied for and got you. Despite my concerns, you seem a cut above the average Bastion.”

“You don’t think much of Bastions, do you?” Nathan asked.

“Experienced ones? I think very highly of them. Bastions deserve their legends. But newer ones are like conscript soldiers. Until they’ve been blooded, they’re useless.” The beastkin gave Nathan a measured look. “Typically.”

Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of Kuda. He looked young, younger than Nathan, and had an oddly handsome appearance to him. At the same time, he was deceptively knowledgeable, and seemed aware that Nathan knew too much for a new Bastion.

The new arrivals to the keep added a much-needed atmosphere. Meals became more than Nathan eating in his office, with Fei in an empty dining hall, or a quick snack while patrolling and investigating the leylines and bandit activity. Nathan made the time to join at least one meal a day in the dining hall. Kuda had brought a few cooks, and at least one of them knew what he was doing.

Technically, Nathan could make food using the binding stone. But it was awful stuff. Filling, but unsatisfying. Like eating raw dough in the shape of actual food. It had the nutrition of actual food, but nobody would call it food.

It was during breakfast that Nathan found himself being asked about the fortress. Fei sat next to Nathan, her tail rubbing against him every couple of seconds as it beat back and forth. Kuda sat opposite him, cutting into an omelet.

“What you’ve done is impressive, but how do you plan to expand?” Kuda asked. “You could build a separate partition for the fortress, closer to the pass, but you’ll lose the height advantage and have to dig up the ditches. Binding stone or not, that’s a lot of wasted energy.”

Nathan waved off his concerns. “I can shift the wall and ditches out as I expand the hill. No wasted energy involved.”

“Shift?” Kuda froze, a piece of omelet hanging in front of his mouth.

“Displace? Move without changing? I’m saying that I don’t need to dig up the ditches or rebuild the wall,” Nathan said. He dug into his own omelet while waiting. It was beautifully golden and brimming with chunks of ham.

Kuda slowly lowered his knife and fork. They clinked against his plate. Then he steepled his hands and eyed Nathan closely.

“You’re saying that you can make the hill larger. And move the wall and ditches along the hill. After building this place in a couple of weeks,” Kuda said, his voice low.

Nathan shrugged. Internally, he realized he might have made a mistake.

Spatial displacement of physical objects wasn’t something he learned from his homeland. Narime had taught him the principles, when he had recruited her while trying to save the Amica Federation from destruction at the hand of Messengers. He didn’t know if other Bastions knew much about the method.

Surely if Nathan had picked the technique up from a mystic fox sorceress, then other Bastions knew the technique. Kuda likely hadn’t encountered it, because most Bastions didn’t explain to others about their methods of using the binding stone.

“I believe there’s someone you are overdue in meeting,” Kuda suddenly said. “Lady Nair.”

“I’d hoped to have more information on the leylines before I wasted her time,” Nathan admitted. “But I’m not having much luck tracing the source of the disruption.”

“All the more reason to see her now. I feel she would be very interested in you,” Kuda said. He resumed his meal.

“Guess I’ll make a day trip of it,” Nathan said. “Fei, get your things ready once you’re done. We’re heading out.”

“Eh?” Fei blurted out, spraying bits of food onto the table.

Nathan looked at the mass of food on Fei’s plate. White sausages, huge slices of smoked ham, whole hard-boiled eggs. Protein, protein, and more protein, stacked as tall as Nathan’s fist. Fei easily had enough food on her plate to feed ten men.

Half of her plate was a scene of destruction, as it was almost every morning. Fei ate enough to require her own personal cook, and she had to show up at specific times to get her food. She was never late, naturally.

“I said, we’re heading out after breakfast.” Nathan took a bite of his omelet, which he felt was plenty for a normal person to eat in the morning. “So finish demolishing your buffet and get ready.”

Fei pouted. “It’s not a buffet. All of you just eat too little. Especially you, Kuda. How do you even function with so little food?”

“Very efficiently,” Kuda said.


Chapter 11




“Why do sorcerers always live in tall towers?” Fei asked as she and Nathan rode up to Nair’s tower. “Is there some reason behind it?”

Nathan gave her a sideways look. Fei’s smile looked innocent, and her ears and tail remained still. Although that might have been because she was riding an automaton horse. A few weeks of lessons during patrols helped, but she was still uncomfortable on horseback by herself.

“What sort of reason are you thinking of?” Nathan asked.

Fei’s smile twitched. That was all Nathan needed to see to know she was faking innocence.

He sighed.

“You realize Nair is a woman, don’t you?” Nathan said.

“Maybe she wants what she can’t have?” Fei broke out into a fit of giggles. “I mean, why else live in a gigantic penis.” Her giggles strengthened.

Her joke was an old one. So old that Nathan remembered reading it when he was little. Everybody made the joke. Sorcerers lived in towers that resembled phalluses. Were they compensating for something? Lusting for something? Were the towers symbolic of the true nature of sorcerers?

No doubt somewhere there existed a group of people who believed that the phallic nature of sorcerer towers was some sort of plot or conspiracy.

“Towers are easy to defend, given their height and the ease of protecting one with magical wards and barriers,” Nathan explained. “A handful of defenders can hold the entrance, and you can hurl all the spells you like from up on high. It even applies when the tower is breached.”

“So they climb the—” Whatever Fei was going to say dissolved into a mess of giggling.

Nathan decided not to bother trying to explain any further. Fei’s mind was lost to her lewd jokes.

Nair’s tower was uninspired by sorcerer standards, if taller than Nathan expected. Perhaps because it was old. The dark granite exterior was overgrown with vines and moss, and the stone looked aged.

A low wall of limestone surrounded the tower in a perfect circle, with a gatehouse located at each of the cardinal directions. Fairly normal stuff for a sorcerer. Their type loved this sort of symmetry. The plain outside the wall was empty save for paved roads leading to the gatehouses from the nearby highway. Not a shred of vegetation could be seen within half a mile of the wall.

Two suits of armor stood guard at the gate that Nathan and Fei rode up to. He eyed them warily. The magic within them was simple to detect.

They were summons. Good ones, too.

Although Bastions were renowned for their summoning talents, nothing stopped an ordinary sorcerer from creating their own summons. Nothing except the vast amount of power necessary to create and run the things. A binding stone was an all-in-one magical generator and battery that eclipsed anything created by humans or any other race. For a sorcerer to try to match one was folly.

But that didn’t mean a sorcerer couldn’t create a handful of good summons. What made Nair strange was that she had summons outside of her tower. Most sorcerers that Nathan met only used a handful of summons—sometimes as few as one—and kept them close. A summon was an indefatigable defender. They didn’t sleep, didn’t eat, were unaffected by darkness or deception, and were far more powerful than any non-magical warrior. Assassins didn’t have a chance against one.

But a summon couldn’t defend you if it was a hundred meters away.

Nathan tried to open the gate. It didn’t move. Looking around, he couldn’t see any obvious method to contact Nair or any occupants.

With no other options, Nathan banged on the wooden gate. The loud thuds echoed across the empty clearing.

After close to thirty seconds—long enough for Nathan to want to leave and Fei to become bored—a voice spoke from the air.

“I’m assuming from your uniform that you’re the new Bastion?” the voice asked. It was too distorted for Nathan to know who or what the speaker might be.

“I am. Bastion Nathan—”

“Nathan Straub,” the voice interrupted. “Yes, I know. Anna sent a message letting me know that you were here, among other things. Let us talk in person.”

The voice vanished. A moment later, the gate creaked open. Somebody needed to oil the hinges.

Nathan and Fei approached the tower. He was all but certain the speaker had been Nair herself, given she spoke of receiving a message from Anna. Regardless, he needed to keep his guard up.

For all he knew, the Federation had already replaced Nair with an imposter and this was a trap.

By the time Nathan and his Champion reached the base of the tower, the double doors at the front of it were open. A beautiful young woman stood outside, waiting to greet them. Vera Nair herself, Nathan assumed.

She wasn’t wearing a uniform, which meant she wasn’t part of the military. Instead, Nair wore a blue robe cut to reveal plenty of thigh and cleavage. Definitely not military issue. Atop her robe was a combined jacket and cloak that almost glowed white in the morning sun. Her flowing red locks contrasted against her cloak, as did the golden adornments on her jacket and her many pieces of jewelry, such as her rings.

Nathan noted the two badges on her cloak, connected to one another by brass chains. One badge identified her as a member of the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge, which was the only recognized authority for sorcerers in the Anfang Empire. The other was a badge of knighthood from the archduke of the region.

So, Nair was an actual lady—a noble serving the Empire. Nathan had assumed others referred to her as Lady Nair out of respect for her position as a sorceress, but she was the real deal.

He didn’t know what to make of this revelation. If anything, it was further proof of her allegiance to the Empire. A knighthood was hereditary in the Empire, unlike in many other nations, and granted many noble rights to the holder.

“Lady Nair,” Nathan greeted, dismounting from his automaton horse. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“I imagine the pleasure is all yours,” Nair said. “And call me Vera. We’re equals, are we not? You’re a Bastion, I hold a knighthood and am a sorceress.”

Fei didn’t even try to hold in her displeasure and shot Vera a scowl. But Nathan patted the beastkin on the shoulder and gave her a look before she said anything.

While the sorceress was clearly being disrespectful, Nathan had nothing to gain by biting back. And she was technically correct.

In terms of nobility, a Bastion was one of the lowest ranks. Equal to a knight, but above an untitled and unlanded noble. All nobles who had been granted land as part of their titles—known as landed nobles—were superior to a Bastion in rank. Baronets, barons, counts—it didn’t matter. Holding land made a noble superior to a Bastion.

“She’s so rude,” Fei muttered as Vera led the two of them into the tower.

“The purpose of a Bastion is to serve and defend,” Nathan explained. “She won’t be the first noble to try to remind us of that.”

“But we’re the ones doing the fighting,” Fei protested, her voice raising slightly. Vera didn’t respond, but Nathan knew she heard Fei.

“So is the army. The nobles rule the land, and we help them keep the peace.” Nathan raised his voice to make sure Vera could hear him. “Bastions hold the same rank as knights for a reason. We’re all protectors of the Empire.”

Vera paused in her step. Would she turn around?

She didn’t.

The three of them ascended through several levels of Vera’s tower. The tower was a simple construction, with a single open atrium rising all the way to the top. Each level had a staircase at the opposite end and required them to walk around the circumference of the tower to get to the other side. The rooms of the tower were locked off behind windowless rooms and closed doors on each floor.

Nathan glanced down and saw that it was a long drop.

He could probably survive the fall. The natural enhancement from the binding stone made him physically sturdy. Crossbow bolts snapped on his chest, and even long falls weren’t as lethal as they otherwise should be. This tower hadn’t been built to be defended against a Bastion or his Champions.

“Is that what I think it is?” Nathan asked when he spotted an archway placed against a solid wall. They were close to the top of the tower.

“And what do you think it is?” Vera replied.

“A gateway to another mage tower.”

“It is. Well, almost. I can turn it into a gateway.” Vera grimaced. “My predecessors have used it, so it is active on this end. But the sheer expense in organizing a connection to somewhere else prevents me from using it.”

Nathan nodded. A gateway was convenient, but somebody needed to constantly feed it with magical energy and catalysts to keep it active. Even as a powerful Bastion, Nathan had been sparing in his use of gateways.

To say nothing of the downsides to gateways that he knew about from his knowledge of the future.

Eventually, Vera led them into a separate room in the second-highest level in the tower. This room was still windowless. Wisps bumbled about near the ceiling, filling the room with soft light. A single table dominated the room, and a map of the nearby region was spread out in plain view. The leylines were drawn over it, as were the region’s borders.

“I see you know why we’re here,” Nathan said. He walked up to the map.

“I know why Anna says you’re here. Whether you’re worth my time is something I’ll decide,” Vera replied.

“Let me cut to the chase then,” Nathan said. “Why aren’t you dealing with the bandits? Anna says you had an agreement. It sounds like it goes back quite a while, possibly to whoever held this tower before you. The two of you even seem to be friends. So I’m surprised that you’re so keen to blow me off when I’m helping Anna with your job.”

The temperature in the room dropped several degrees. Vera’s face darkened, and she only barely avoided glaring at Nathan or baring her fangs at him. The wisps sensed the anger building, and scattered to the corners of the room, casting shadows over the map.

Nathan threw up a ball of light in the center of the room. Vera blinked at his casual use of sorcery.

“It’s rather impolite to use sorcery in another’s domain,” Vera said.

“I’m a Bastion. I can’t say I care,” Nathan responded.

Vera stared at the ball of light. She looked down at the map and kept her gaze fixed there. Her fingers crept out and ran over the leylines on the other side of the pass, close to Trantia and the Empire.

“I haven’t been able to talk with Anna as much as I’d like,” Vera said. “The leylines have been disrupted and—”

“Bullshit. Anna is sending messengers on fast horses to you. It’s not even a day’s ride.” Nathan sighed. “Look, I’m not stupid. I’m a Bastion. Part of what I can do is sense major movements of magic. And I know that the Federation’s Champions have been slinking around nearby. Have you seen them? Do they have a base of operations here?”

Vera seemed taken aback by the change of topic. She looked up at Nathan with a blank face, her mouth opening and closing several times.

“What?” Vera eventually said. “The Federation has a fort just to the north, but it only has a Champion there. I don’t know if there’s even a binding stone there.”

“There is, but it’s inactive,” Nathan interrupted. “There isn’t enough activity coming down the leylines.”

“You can sense that?” Vera asked, surprised. She leaned back, placing a hand over her chest. She was breathing deeply, and each breath drew Nathan’s eyes to her substantial cleavage.

Vera was beautiful. Genuinely, strikingly beautiful. Nathan wondered why she was out here, living in a tower in the middle of nowhere, instead of working for a powerful noble deeper in the Empire. Pride? Politics? Some sort of secret? Was the tower and this land part of her family line?

Because Vera could easily have found success elsewhere. Sorcerers were in high demand everywhere in the world right now. Her summons outside were proof that she was a highly competent sorceress, and her looks could easily win over some doddering fool of a noble.

“I don’t understand why you’re focused on the Federation,” Vera said. “Their Champion is likely poking around, but isn’t that normal for you Bastions? You’re investigating the leylines as well.”

“I wouldn’t dream of crossing the border of another nation without their permission,” Nathan said. “I could start a war. But the Federation doesn’t seem concerned about that.”

Vera stared at him. “You think they’re up to something?”

“I’m wondering why you don’t think so.” Nathan crossed his arms and placed a finger on the map, pointing at Gharrick Pass. “Kuda explained the situation regarding the tariffs. You know Kuda, don’t you?”

“Anna’s adviser. He’s older than he looks and helped raise her when she was a teen,” Vera said.

Nathan filed that piece of information away. Given Kuda’s handsome appearance and angular features, Nathan had guessed that the beastkin was a few years younger than himself, but for him to be hired to raise Anna well over a decade over, and be as educated as he was, made that impossible.

“The Federation appears to be supporting the bandits. I’m told Bastion Leopold agrees.”

“Bastion Leopold says a lot of things,” Vera said, her face splitting into a scowl.

“You don’t like him?”

“He’s the Emperor’s right-hand man, responsible for keeping the peace at home while the Empire focuses on Trafaumh. Leopold is a political animal. How can I trust anything he says, especially when he does nothing to help?” Vera huffed and waved a hand in the air.

A curious interpretation. She wasn’t wrong, however.

Leopold Tyrim was the oldest Bastion in the Empire, and a close friend and ally of Emperor Gorthal. In Nathan’s timeline, Leopold had fought to the end and died defending Aleich. He was sung as a hero by almost every Bastion who knew him, and every Champion who had anything to do with the Empire. At the same time, those not from the Empire had more negative opinions of the man.

Nathan had never met him. Leopold was now Nathan’s direct superior, which made everything far more complicated.

“I’m inclined to agree with Kuda and Bastion Leopold on this,” Nathan continued. “Especially with a Champion sniffing around near your tower. Bandits attacked Trantia. The leylines are being disrupted. The Empire is distracted up north. War is coming.”

“War? Are you insane? The Federation is a gathering of merchants and minor nobles. What would they have to gain from a war?” Vera sneered at Nathan.

This was the argument Nathan had worried about the most. Anna had seemed to understand that the Federation was interested in the Empire’s territory, but that was because she had been fighting them for years. But to most people, the idea that a smaller nation would attack the Empire was insane. The Empire might be weakening, but it was still easily one of the greatest nations on Doumahr.

But Nathan knew that the Federation would attack, and that the Empire would collapse.

How to get this across to Vera? Nathan wasn’t a politician. And he definitely wasn’t the brilliant noble that his false past painted him to be. He had spent almost his entire life as a Bastion, fighting in wars and stopping demonic invasions.

“I don’t know,” Nathan said. “But I know what I can see.”

“You’ve been here a few weeks, what can you possibly—”

“I know that the leylines are being deliberately disrupted and have been for months. If this continues, there’s a risk of a demonic invasion outside of the portal at Gharrick Pass,” Nathan snapped.

He’d had enough. Who cared if Vera Nair was supposedly a valiant defender of the Empire? Right now, she was actively sabotaging his attempt to save her life and the world.

“You’ve holed yourself up in your tower for some inane reason, probably to work on your summons in some silly attempt to crush the bandits as if you’re a Bastion, while the county you’re supposed to protect is tearing itself apart,” Nathan raged. “If the leylines aren’t restored, then it doesn’t matter if you think the Federation wants a war or not, because a horde of demons will bring it anyway.”

Vera stared at him.

“You didn’t know that, did you?” Nathan asked coldly.

“How could I?” she said, voice barely audible. “You Bastions never tell anybody your secrets.”

“Well, I’m telling you now, aren’t I?” Nathan sighed.

A hand ran through Nathan’s hair. He looked over to see Fei standing on her tiptoes, reaching up to pat his head. Her ears sat flat against her head and her tail almost brushed the floor.

“I’m fine,” he said, removing Fei’s hand. “Look, Vera—”

“There is a cairn not far from Trantia,” Vera interrupted. “It’s huge. Much larger than the small ones you may have seen elsewhere in the county. If the bandits are hiding anywhere, it’s here.”

Vera pointed a shaking finger at a precise point to the north-east of Trantia. It was deep in the forest, if Nathan remembered correctly.

“What’s a cairn?” Fei asked, tilting her head.

“They mark locations where the leylines are easier to reach for sorcerers,” Nathan explained. “The bigger ones often have runes in them that also pull magic. It’s common to build towers or camps on them, if you’re a sorcerer. Given our bandits have a powerful sorcerer with them, and they’re disrupting the leylines, they’re likely using the cairns to assist them.”

Vera nodded. “I’ve been preparing my summons so that I can take them out in a single fell swoop, but I didn’t know… I’m sorry.” Her voice nearly dwindled away completely.

“Like you said, nobody told you. I never told Anna the danger of the leyline disruption either,” Nathan said. He crossed his arms. “But if I know where at least one bandit camp is located, I can slow things down. Can you mark down the other cairns? That will save me a lot of time when patrolling?”

“Can’t you sense them?” the sorceress asked.

“Not while the leylines are disrupted. I know that your tower is built on top of a large cairn, but my side of the pass is unreadable.”

“I see. I’ll prepare a map then.” Vera turned toward a desk in the corner.

“Then I’ll be off.”

Vera spun. “Already?”

Already halfway to the door, Nathan and Fei didn’t stop. Instead, Nathan raised a hand and waved goodbye.

“I’ll visit you another day to collect the map,” he called back. “I have bandits to get rid of.”

And a Champion to recover. Nathan was going to recruit Sen to his side, whatever it took.


Chapter 12




“Wait!” Vera shouted.

Nathan turned and saw her run out the front of her tower. He and Fei stood outside. Their horses sat in front of them, waiting to be mounted.

Vera carried a staff tipped with a chunk of obsidian. It looked expensive.

“Wait,” she repeated, then doubled over to catch her breath.

“We’re waiting,” Nathan drawled.

Vera shot him a glare, then winced and tried to look less angry. After a few moments, she calmed herself enough to speak.

“I’ll come with you,” she said.

“I gathered,” he replied, nodding at her staff. “Do you have a mount?”

Vera opened her mouth, but then saw the automaton horses. She gulped and looked away, a grimace crossing her face.

“Not one that will keep up with yours,” she muttered. “My summons are more like golems. Slow, sturdy bulwarks that can punch a hole through steel plate. Not tireless steel draft horses.”

“You can borrow one then,” Nathan said. “I’d create another, but the expense this far from the binding stone is too great, and we’re going to battle today.”

He waved Fei over to him. The beastkin’s bushy tail wagged back and forth once, before freezing as she understood what she was being asked to do.

“Eh? But that’s my horse,” Fei protested. She whined for a few seconds while creeping over to Nathan’s side. He scratched behind her ears and enjoyed the sight of her face melting in pleasure.

The sight of Fei being petted bothered Vera, but she suppressed her annoyance and mounted a horse. Nathan lifted Fei up and got up behind her, her tail tickling his chin as she unconsciously begged for more attention.

“It’ll be a rough ride, so hold on to the reins,” Nathan warned.

Then they were off. The gates opened when they started moving, and they bolted through them without pausing. The ground became a blur as the horses galloped without rest or making noise.

Clouds, dark and brooding, had formed while they had been inside. Nathan doubted they could escape the rain much longer. He called the group to a halt before entering the pass. They found a rest stop that somebody had constructed years ago. The stonework was overgrown with ivy, and the wood decayed to a severity that he doubted it could keep out the rain.

“Let’s eat now,” Nathan said. “If it rains on the way through the pass, I’d rather try for the cairn.”

“Eh? Shouldn’t we go into the keep?” Fei tilted her head in confusion. She pulled out the pack full of food from the saddlebags.

“The bandit spellblade used fire heavily. That’s likely her primary affinity,” Nathan said. “We shouldn’t waste the opportunity to catch her with her pants down.”

A strange smile crossed Fei’s face at Nathan’s comment, even though she still looked confused.

Vera huffed. “You haven’t explained anything about sorcery to her, have you?”

“She’s a Champion who uses a sword, not a sorcerer,” Nathan said with a shrug.

“All the more reason she should know. How can she defend you if she doesn’t know her opponent’s weaknesses or how to defend you properly?” Vera pressed. “Also, that’s far too much food.”

Fei gave Vera an odd look and kept pulling food from the saddlebags. Dried fruit, jerky, slices of salted meat, and cured cheese covered almost an entire table. In normal circumstances, Nathan would have agreed with Vera, but almost all this food was for Fei. As it was, Fei would probably complain about the portion Vera ate of her lunch.

“Why don’t you explain it then?” Nathan suggested. “And maybe mention the reason behind your change of heart while you’re at it.”

Vera scowled. “It’s not a change of heart. I said that I didn’t know how severe the consequences of the leyline disruption was. If I’d known, I would have intervened earlier. I can’t believe you’ve wasted the past two weeks.”

“Wasted?” Fei growled.

“It’s fine, Fei,” Nathan said.

The beastkin grumbled and gobbled down a hunk of cheese. Vera’s eyes widened as she saw Fei’s absurd appetite firsthand.

“And I’ll happily explain sorcery,” Vera said. “Put simply, all sorcerers have affinities with the natural elements of the world. The primary elements are water, wind, earth, and fire. The secondary elements are derivatives of these, such as sand and metal from earth. There are other elements, but don’t worry about those.”

“Why not?” Fei asked.

Vera frowned, and Nathan saw in her eyes what would come next. A long-winded explanation that Fei wouldn’t understand.

“Because extremely few sorcerers can use anything other than the natural elements,” Nathan explained instead. “They’re mostly discussed with regard to Bastions and Messengers.”

Vera and Fei blinked.

“Messengers?” they both asked.

“Demonic generals. Don’t worry about them for now,” Nathan said, waving them off. He should not have said that.

Vera gave him an odd look, although Fei seemed satisfied.

Sighing, Vera picked up some dried fruit and nibbled away. Fei demolished most of the food while listening.

“Sorcerers usually have one or two primary affinities. They can also have none, but that’s rare,” Vera explained. “However, the natural elements have their weaknesses, and those weaknesses suppress a sorcerer’s magic. If the spellblade we’re going to fight only has a fire affinity, then rain will weaken her fire magic immensely. The opposite can also happen. I have a fire affinity, and my flames become stronger during a heatwave.”

Nathan grimaced at the news. “Do you have another affinity?”

Vera chuckled. “I have a wind affinity. And a secondary light affinity.”

The three of them finished their lunch. They’d only packed two canteens, so Nathan shared one with Fei. He could refill it with magic in any case. The clouds continued to darken and swept in from the west. Light flashed within them. A storm was coming.

“Um, are you sure we can’t stop at the keep?” Fei asked as they relaxed for a minute longer.

“Did you forget something?” Nathan asked.

She appeared to have everything. Her armor and scimitar were present. Unless she wasn’t wearing something underneath them. Given the way she squirmed, that was possible.

“No, no, no. I just…” Fei looked down. “I wanted to change my enhancement. That’s all.”

Nathan stared.

“I didn’t do very well against that spellblade last time. I was faster, but she was so much stronger. And her flames went fwooosh and nearly ate me up. The enhancement protected me, but if I was stronger, then I could beat her. Maybe speed isn’t everything,” Fei mumbled, her voice trailing off as Nathan continued to stare at her.

Nathan felt lost. Fei had always used a speed enhancement in his timeline. Why did she want to change it?

“Can… Can I not?” Fei asked, eyes wide as she looked up at him.

Beside them, Vera remained silent but looked between the pair with a questioning gaze.

Nathan took a deep breath. “You can. You’re supposed to try out different enhancements to see which works best. But you’ve only fought one actual battle with your speed enhancement, so maybe you should try it out for longer.”

“No, I know that something else could be better,” Fei protested. “Like when my sword got stuck in that demon and I couldn’t get it out. I don’t want to rely on the enhancement’s protection. I want to be stronger. Physically stronger. What use is being able to slash somebody nine times at once if all my attacks bounce off?”

She had a point. But that was why Fei had supplemented her speed with strength-enhancing gems in his timeline.

“You’ll get gem enhancements to help round you out later,” Nathan said. “Speed from your enhancement, the ability to punch through armor from your first gem. Something like that.”

“But we’re going into battle now, right?” Fei bit her lip and looked down. Her ears flattened against her head and her tail beat against the ground.

Vera spoke up, “I’m far from an expert on Bastions and Champions, but I thought you could change the original enhancement? Maybe we could stop by the keep? Make some additional preparations before gallivanting off?”

Now it was two on one? Nathan frowned. Was he on the wrong end of this?

He blinked. Of course he was. What reason did he have to refuse Fei’s request to change her enhancement? She didn’t have a gem yet. Until she did, Nathan could change her enhancement at will. She should try out different enhancements until she found the one that suited her best.

Somehow, Nathan still felt off. Fei should have a speed enhancement.

“No, it’s fine,” he forced himself to say. “Did you want a strength enhancement? Or something between both, Fei?”

“The second one,” Fei said. She brightened up, her tail beating up a storm behind her. “So we’re going back to the keep?”

Shaking his head, Nathan reached out for the mental tether he had with Fei. “No need. Changing an enhancement is child’s play. I can’t do it mid-battle, but we don’t need to use the binding stone once you’ve become a Champion. So, talk me through what you want.”

Several minutes passed as Fei rambled about upper and lower body strength and how she wanted to be fast but strong. As was typical for more detailed enhancements, she didn’t know what she wanted, but knew how she wanted it to feel. Vera rubbed the bridge of her nose as she listened, appearing to grow more frustrated with each passing minute.

“So you want to run fast and be able to dodge swiftly, but be able to hit hard and cut through armor and demons easily,” Nathan summarized.

“Um, more than that—” Fei tried to correct.

“Some of what you said isn’t possible with an enhancement,” he said, stopping her. “But I can let you keep your speed, increased reaction time, and leg strength, while increasing your ability to land heavy blows.”

Fei paused. Then she nodded slowly.

Having gotten her agreement, Nathan slipped into her mind using the tether. She didn’t even attempt to resist him. If anything, she welcomed him and he heard her sigh in pleasure beside him. After a few minutes, he had made the adjustments to the enhancement and returned to reality.

Fei twitched in front of him, drool falling from the corner of her mouth. She moaned, her eyes curved in pleasure. That same sweet scent from when he first enhanced her wafted through Nathan’s nostrils. Vera held a hand over her face.

“Maybe do that in private next time?” Vera suggested.

After Fei cleaned herself up, the trio rode through the pass. Droplets fell toward the far side of the pass, and a light shower fell as they reached the checkpoint.

Nathan pulled his horse to a halt in front of the guards and clerks, who sheltered within the guard posts. A guard wandered out, saw who it was, and waved them through after saluting.

As planned, they didn’t stop at the keep now that it was raining. The storm deepened as they galloped north along the road. Their horses kicked up mud and splashed water everywhere as they rode, but their magical nature allowed them to keep going without regard for the slickness of the road. As the rain fell harder and denser, the forest became hazy and vision dropped. Eventually, the road fell away, and the horses had to slow to a trot.

Magic guided the horses to their destination, which was good as Nathan had no damn clue where they were. He could find his way back to the fortress using the leylines, but getting to the cairn relied entirely on the original orders he gave to the horses.

Trees fell nearby, brought down by the winds. A crack of lightning in the distance started a fire that the rain soon doused.

The good news was that Sen wouldn’t be using fire magic.

The bad news was that this was not good weather to fight in. He’d underestimated how bad the storm would get. At the same time, he didn’t want to retreat. If he could capture Sen, then he could recruit another Champion.

More than that, he would have one of his old lovers and friends back. Nathan wanted that more than anything.

Shouts drifted across the storm. Nathan felt the thrum of magic, deep within the soil.

“They’re nearby,” he called out to the horse next to him.

Vera nodded beneath the hood of her cloak. He couldn’t see her face. Fei burrowed against his chest and pulled his cloak farther around herself.

After what felt like a century lost in the storm, they spotted the bandit camp in a small valley. Huts built from logs, and tents reinforced with stones and tree trunks. Some of the tents had collapsed. A tree had been uprooted in the storm and taken part of the embankment with it, pouring rocks and soil into a section of the camp. Dozens of filthy men and women were out in the rain, pulling belongings from ruined huts and tents.

In the center of the camp was a huge pile of stones stacked five or six meters high. It glowed in the storm. Countless lines of red light snaked all the way to the apex of the cairn and met at a single point.

Two women stood in front of the cairn, shielded in a weatherproof bubble. Nathan recognized both of them.

One was Sen, bundled up in her cloak but with her hood off. Her short brown hair was a dead giveaway.

The other wore the uniform of a Champion of the Amica Federation. She had short, spiky black hair, and angular facial features completely unlike almost anybody from the Empire or most nations on Doumahr. A pair of curved short swords hung from her hips.

Most importantly, a single onyx glimmered on her collarbone.

She was Sunstorm. A monogem Champion who had fought for Nathan and become close to him in the last couple of years of his timeline.

Now he had two former Champions to capture in this bandit camp.


Chapter 13




Amonogem Champion, a spellblade, and a camp full of bandits.

Nathan’s decision to charge out and capture Sen as swiftly as possible looked more and more foolish with each passing second. The storm hadn’t passed, and visibility was terrible. Even the magic in Nathan’s eyes barely let him see the center of the camp. He didn’t know how good Fei’s or Vera’s vision was in the mist.

He waved Vera back from the lip of the hill from where they had been overlooking the camp. It took several seconds before she spotted his gesture, but she followed him back.

“What’s wrong?” she asked after they dismounted, leaning in close to him.

“There’s a Champion down there,” he said.

Vera froze, her eyes widening.

“Onyx gem, black hair,” Nathan continued. “Only a monogem. I can handle her, but I’ll need the two of you to handle the rest of the camp.”

Vera unfroze, but looked uncertain. Huddled in his cloak and pressed against his chest, Fei looked up at Nathan.

“I’m your Champion,” Fei protested. “I should be protecting you.”

His hand clumped up in her wet hair when he tried to pat her head and she shook him off, sending water flying everywhere and demonstrating how sodden her tail was. She scowled at him.

“I can use the binding stone to support my sorcery,” Nathan said, drawing his sword. “A monogem Champion will tear you apart. Either of you. But the spellblade will be weakened. I’ll provide some summons to support you, but the plan of attack is simple: we blast apart the camp, scatter the bandits, then focus on the Champion and spellblade. I want to capture them alive.”

“Alive? How?” Vera said.

“Earth prisons, shackles, dogpile them with summons. I don’t care. I need to know what the Federation is up to,” Nathan said, lying about his reason for capturing them. “You can’t deny that they’re behind the destabilization of the leylines anymore, and if there is a Champion here, then that means a Bastion is involved.”

And if a Bastion was involved, that likely meant that the Federation was intentionally trying to start a demonic invasion in the Empire.

Had Nathan uncovered the truth behind the fall of the Anfang Empire, and, consequently, the rest of the world? That the Federation had been willing to unleash demons on the Empire for the sake of their own expansion plans?

He pushed the dark thoughts aside. Whether they were true or not, he didn’t have time to deal with the consequences and what they meant for his long-term plans.

“Fei, I need you to support Vera,” Nathan told his beastkin Champion. Her ears pricked up when he said her name. Droplets of water scattered from her fur and splattered onto his chest. She nodded at him in acknowledgement.

With directions given, the three of them split up. Fei slunk over the hill and into the valley, Vera right on her heels. The rain bucketed down harder than earlier. Nathan could only see the shadows of the bandit camp now, and their shouting was barely audible.

The bubble in the center of camp stood out like a sore thumb, however. It crackled and glowed in the distance, marking the center of the camp.

Nathan reached out toward the binding stone. It felt distant, as it should. The leyline was directly beneath him, and the cairn brought even more magic to the surface. He didn’t dare approach the cairn, however. If Sen had claimed the cairn for herself, then she could sense another sorcerer trying to use it.

The binding stone didn’t have as much power as Nathan would have liked, but it would suffice. If they wanted to defeat a monogem Champion, Nathan would need a constant flow of power from the binding stone. Hopefully, its meager reserve would be enough.

The storm had caused him to lose sight of Fei and Vera, so Nathan checked on Fei’s relative location with magic. She was close to the bandit camp. That meant the duo would attack shortly.

Go time.

Using a big bundle of power from the binding stone, Nathan summoned a half-dozen armored soldiers at once. They were slimmer than the armored knights Vera used. Their armor comprised a bronze breastplate, gauntlets, greaves, armored skirt, and helmet. Each soldier wielded a round shield the size of their body and a long spear. No flesh resided within the armored husks.

Nathan hadn’t developed these summons himself. They were a popular summon used in the western nations, such as Falmir and the Empire. Supposedly, soldiers had once worn armor like this millennia ago, back when the Watcher Omria walked among humanity. They had been known as hoplites.

The bubble in the center of the camp vanished. Nathan heard Sen screaming at the bandits, but he wondered if the bandits heard her. The storm was ferocious. The roar of the wind might have buried her orders to the bandits.

Sen had sensed the summoning. That was why Nathan had waited. Powerful magic stuck out, and Nathan had done the equivalent to slapping his dick on the table while screaming nationalist slogans.

With a mental order, Nathan sent the hoplites into the camp, with orders to kill any bandit they ran into, dogpile Sen if they found her, and avoid Sunstorm.

Then Nathan pointed toward the far side of the valley and vaporized a sizeable chunk of the hillside.

The roar of the storm was drowned out by the rumbling of falling trees and rocks. Countless tons of rock and soil poured down into the valley, and whole pine trees tumbled down with it. Although Nathan couldn’t see them, he heard the panicked screams of bandits as the other side of their camp was taken out by the landslide. The ground itself seemed to groan and begin falling in on itself to fill the gap that Nathan had made. More trees toppled over and made the situation worse.

Something began flying across the bandit camp. A tornado full of logs, tents, and bandits hurtled across the camp for several seconds before vanishing as quickly as it appeared, sending everything hurtling toward the ground. Nathan didn’t watch the aftermath. It was bound to be gruesome.

He ran down into the valley. The bandits weren’t putting up any real fight. Between the landslides, the storm, and the bombardment of sorcery, they were terrified. Dozens of them fled their own camp, carrying whatever they had on them.

Blasts of light punched holes through the remaining buildings, and through any bandits foolish enough to be in the way. Vera calmly strode down the hill, her arms outstretched and white triangles spinning in front of her palms. She blew blast after blast of magic into the camp.

Farther down the valley, Fei scythed through the few bandits foolish enough to fight back. Her footwork was as swift as earlier, but her blade was slower. She no longer targeted limbs and instead went straight for the torso. Her scimitar gleamed crimson. Sparks showered and blood flowed as she cut through steel, flesh, and bone alike. A single slash was enough to bisect a man now, no matter what armor he wore.

Nathan couldn’t see Sen or Sunstorm. Then he felt Sen. Or her power, more accurately. The light of the cairn glowed ominously, and magic built up in the area.

Cursing, Nathan realized that Sunstorm might have ran away. Or perhaps she was waiting for a better opportunity. Her gem was perfect for stealth, after all.

As such, Nathan focused his efforts on Sen. He pointed his sword where the surge of power was coming from and unleashed a triangle blast of force. The hut blocking his view transformed into sawdust, and a massive puff of shadow exploded into the air. Nathan saw Sen and Sunstorm standing next to each other for a moment, a glowing red hexagon around Sen’s greatsword.

Then that mass of shadow consumed the cairn, Sen, Sunstorm, and the entire center of the camp. The darkness was too dense to see through, and even Vera’s blasts of light had no effect.

Sunstorm hadn’t run away. This shadow was part of her gem’s ability. She controlled it.

Her name was deeply misleading. Sunstorm had always complained about her gem’s ability.

Nathan scattered half of his hoplites to take care of the fleeing bandits, then called the rest toward the shadow. The bronze automatons hovered at the edge of the dark mass, shields raised and spears at the ready. A lull fell over the battlefield. The roar of the wind picked up. Rain pelted Nathan’s face and chilled his body to the bone.

The shadow lingered.

Somebody had to break the stalemate. Nathan sheathed his sword and drew on magic from his binding stone. The shadow summoned by Sunstorm didn’t belong to any natural element. That was why Vera couldn’t dispel it, even though light normally overpowered darkness element sorcery.

But the power building up in the golden square around Nathan’s open palm didn’t belong to a natural element either. The magic of the binding stone pumped through Nathan’s mind and into his spell. He focused it. Aimed it. Released it.

The mass of shadow shuddered as if it were a great ball of jelly. Its edges shimmered with an odd translucency.

Nathan clenched his fist, which glowed gold.

The shadow condensed into a ball roughly the size of a man’s head, all within a single instant. A great rush of air followed, along with an audible crack. The rain seemed to halt for a moment, then exploded outward across the clearing. Fractures appeared along the ground. The few remaining huts burst apart into splinters.

And in the middle of all of this stood Sen and Sunstorm, who bore the brunt of the blast. Sunstorm shook like a leaf swaying in the wind, blinking rapidly beneath her black cloak and leather armor. Her Champion enhancement protected her, and she likely felt little more than a tickle.

Whereas Sen collapsed to her knees, holding a hand to her chest for a moment. When the explosive force blew out, she slammed backward into the ground and appeared to scream. Nathan couldn’t hear her, so he wasn’t certain.

Sunstorm stared up at the ball of shadow hovering above her. Then she looked at Nathan, who held a glowing golden fist aloft. Her eyes narrowed.

She was a sharp one, he remembered. Nathan hurled the ball of shadow high into the air, where it burst into a mass of shadow once more. A moment later, the shadow vanished. Sunstorm must have unsummoned it.

The hoplites closed in on the downed Sen. Looking around her, Sunstorm realized she was surrounded. Her pair of single-sided short swords appeared in her hands. A moment later, she vanished, and a hoplite fell to pieces. Nathan barely caught a shimmer of a shadow dart past the collapsing bronze automaton.

True to her orders, Fei charged toward Sen. The bandit spellblade was already rising to her feet, using her greatsword as a crutch. Her eyes were wide, and she looked around wildly. Vera should have blown her off her feet. Nathan couldn’t see the sorceress amid the storm.

A shadow shimmered in his peripheral vision. Nathan spun to his left, raising his guard. Sunstorm ran at him, torso parallel to the ground and arms straight out to her sides. Dark mist roiled off her body.

Nathan sighed. He held his hands together and a pair of golden triangles appeared on the back of each palm. A moment later, a shimmering barrier appeared around him. Something slammed into it from behind, and an explosion of shadow ensued. Immediately, Nathan spun, dropped the barrier, and unleashed a blast of wind in that direction.

Her blades spinning, Sunstorm darted backward. The wind blast met her blades in a blast of shadow and vanished. A beam of light slammed into Sunstorm’s side, and the Champion dropped to one knee with a curse.

Vera strode up and fired off another beam, but Sunstorm blocked this one. The Champion crouched on the ground, glancing between Nathan and Vera. Her eyes made it clear she knew was surrounded. She charged at Nathan. Two beams of light shot at her.

In a puff of shadow, Sunstorm vanished. Nathan whirled, sensing her appear behind him. She was a Champion, and like all Champions she stuck out like a sore thumb magically, shadow abilities or no.

Sunstorm glared at Nathan. She kept her distance, swords up, and glared at him.

In the distance, Fei dueled with Sen. The red hexagon spell had flickered out of existence when Sen had been knocked to the ground. Sen kept trying to hit Fei with third rank spells. The cairn flared with power, and Sen swung her greatsword each time.

Except Fei kept hitting Sen with the strength of a hundred men and sent the other woman sprawling in the mud. Their speed was equal. Sen’s magic could disintegrate the Champion and her sopping wet tail in an instant if she got off a single good spell. The bandit spellblade knew from their previous encounter that the beastkin didn’t have the raw strength to match her, either.

But this time things were different. Fei didn’t slip around Sen’s massive swings, or try to slash at her from behind five times each second. Instead, Fei went for the jugular with every swing. Blow after blow rained down against the spellblade. She held on for as long as she could. Rolled with every blow she took and avoided letting Fei cut her open. Her greatsword slowly chipped away.

Then Sen slipped in the mud. Her guard went down. Fei was there. An instant later, Sen’s arm twisted and snapped. Her sword fell into the mud. Sen fell down, holding in a scream. Red light burst from the cairn as Sen prepared one final spell in a last ditch effort.

A moment later, Fei ended Sen’s resistance with a knee to the jaw. Sen flopped over into the mud. Before Fei could blink, the hoplites were on the bandit spellblade, dogpiling her and grappling her. The fight was over.

Fei had won her first true battle as a Champion. She looked up to where she knew Nathan was and tried to shield her eyes against the rain.

Both Sunstorm and Nathan had seen the cairn sputter out as Fei put Sen out of the fight. Only one opponent remained for Nathan. One person to capture.

His eyes focused on Sunstorm. “Care to come quietly?” he asked.

She took a step toward him and shook her swords menacingly at him.

“I take it that’s a no.” He sighed.

A pair of hoplites closed in on her. She exploded in a burst of shadow and turned one into a pile of armor, before returning to her previous position.

Nathan didn’t have a clue how he’d capture her. He didn’t have the power to take her quietly. If he tried to force her, most likely he’d hurt her a lot. Or kill her.

Another blast of light flew toward Sunstorm, and she deflected it. Her attention turned toward Vera, who was slowly moving closer.

Nathan’s hand closed on his sheathed sword and his eyes narrowed.

Sunstorm froze. Her eyes turned to him. “You haven’t even been taking me seriously, have you?”

“I’m taking you seriously as a threat,” Nathan responded.

Sunstorm cursed. “Your nights are limited, Bastion. Arrogance is a curse.”

Shadow exploded around Sunstorm. Nathan whirled and fired off a wind blast where she knew she would appear, this time empowering it with the binding stone.

As before, Sunstorm blocked it with a sword. She screamed as the blast knocked away her sword and cut her hand open. Blood flew, mixing with the rain for a moment. Her hand was still there, but long gashes ran along it. She glanced between her fallen sword and Nathan, her eyes wide.

Then she vanished in another puff of shadow.

“Like hell she’s getting away,” Vera shouted.

With a gust of wind, Vera took off into the mist.

“Stop!” Nathan yelled after her. He cursed when she ignored him.

If Sunstorm stopped to fight, then Vera would get herself killed. Nathan glanced down the valley. Fei was standing guard over Sen and waved at Nathan.

“Keep watch over Sen,” Nathan shouted. “I’m going after Vera.”

Fei tilted her head for a moment, as if confused by something, then saluted as an acknowledgement.

The mist was too dense to see either Sunstorm or Vera, so Nathan had to follow them using their magical presence. Fortunately, both were using their magic so were easy to track. He stumbled through the forest, trying not to trip over fallen branches or slip over in the mud.

By the time he found Vera, Sunstorm was gone. Her presence had vanished almost a minute earlier.

Vera kneeled in a small clearing, her staff held before her in both hands. A half-dome of solid white light stood in front of her, projected from her staff. She was shaking, staring at the ground. Her arm and face had slashes on them, but otherwise she appeared uninjured.

“You’re alright,” Nathan said. It wasn’t a question. Given who she had chased, these were very light wounds.

“Physically,” Vera said quietly, with only a hint of fire in her voice. “My pride? Not so much.”

“Your pride can recover from a loss. Your body can’t recover from being decapitated,” Nathan said.

Sunstorm was an assassin by trade. She enjoyed chopping off heads. Vera was very lucky.

“Speaking from experience?” Vera asked, a hint of a smirk on her face.

Nathan stared at her. Vera’s smirk vanished, and she looked away.

“Let’s head back,” he said. “Fei’s captured the spellblade. We can rest up, wait for the storm to pass, then ride back to my keep.”


Chapter 14




“So that’s what gem abilities are like,” Fei said on the ride back. “I thought a monogem Champion would be stronger.”

Vera gave Fei a look of disbelief. The three of them were riding back on the horse automatons, with Sen tied up on a third one accompanied by the hoplites. The storm had taken a few hours to pass, and it was late afternoon. By the time they returned, Nathan expected that dusk would have fallen.

“Stronger?” Vera rolled the word over her tongue as if trying to understand Fei’s mental state. Evidently, the sorceress came up empty. “She deflected third rank spells like they were pebbles. And what was that explosion you caused, Nathan? It took out half the valley, but she barely felt it.”

“Third rank?” Fei repeated.

“The triangle spells,” Nathan said offhandedly. “You really haven’t learned anything about sorcery before, have you?”

“I grew up in a fishing village to the south.” Fei bit her lip and looked away.

“It’s fine. I just need to teach you more,” Nathan said. He knew about her upbringing, but somehow it hadn’t occurred to him that the reason she knew so much in his timeline about sorcery was because of her experience, not because she was taught it as a Champion.

Vera looked between the pair of them, an annoyed expression on her face. When Nathan looked at her, she glared back at him as if to say “So what?”

The sun rolled over the horizon while they rode. The keep wasn’t in sight yet.

“Fei, you’ve felt the power that your enhancement gives you, right?” Nathan asked.

“Um, among other things.” She blushed.

“I mean in battle.”

Fei nodded, her blush fading.

“The binding stone provides a certain level of power to Champions on top of the enhancement itself. That applies to me as well. Magic now runs through your veins. Strictly speaking, Champions and Bastions are no longer human. Or beastkin, in your case.” Nathan eyed Vera, who was listening intently. Much of what Nathan was explaining wasn’t common knowledge.

Everybody knew Bastions were inhumanly powerful. But Bastions kept a lid on the exact reasons why.

“Oh. Does this relate to how I was always warned that once you become a Champion you can’t turn back?” Fei said. “I never really had a choice, but lots of people got cold feet when they found out. The meisters spoke to everybody in private several times before we left the academy.”

Vera’s eyebrows shot up. Nathan gave her a warning glance, and she raised a finger to her lips with a nod.

At least she understood that he was being kind by letting her hear this. Perhaps he could chase her away, but the conversation had otherwise been fine up to this point.

“More or less,” Nathan answered. Fei shifted in front of him. She tried to look up at his face from her seat on the horse. “Gems cannot be removed. And each gem increases your bond with the binding stone, and with your Bastion.”

“My bond,” Fei whispered.

“That’s why a monogem Champion is powerful, even if her gem abilities don’t seem as dangerous as they appear. The Federation Champion not only had a base enhancement as strong as yours, but she had more power from the binding stone and her shadow ability from her gem.” Nathan bopped Fei on the head to make her pay attention. “So a straight fight between you and her would have been extremely dangerous.”

Fei scowled up at him. “You came out fine.”

“I can draw directly on the power of the binding stone. I used a lot of it to enhance my sorcery so that I could overpower her gem.” Nathan sighed. “That’s going to cost me if the Federation attacks soon. I planned to use that power to slap a barrier over the keep.”

Dusk arrived. The keep came into sight, and a patrol of guards wandered out to greet them. At the sight of Sen, bound and tied to an automaton horse, the guards signaled the keep using a lantern. Lights flashed from the walls in response. The gate rolled open, and more guards spilled forth, saluting Nathan as he entered.

“I saw it from afar, but you really have been busy,” Vera muttered. “This place has been a ruin for as long as I remember.”

“Feel free to stay the night. I can send you back with a horse if you’d prefer,” Nathan offered as they dismounted in the courtyard.

He waved off the guards when they attempted to carry Sen off. Nathan wanted to deal with her personally. Despite his gesture, they milled about nearby, still wary of the bandit spellblade.

For how long had Sen tormented this county that the guards recognized her so readily and glared at her with such ferocity?

“No, I’ll stay. A hot bath would be nice.” Vera ran a finger through her matted locks of hair. While she was still beautiful, the storm had dulled her glossy appearance somewhat.

Fei was in a similar state, moaning at the state of her tail. She shot puppy dog eyes at Nathan in an attempt to convince him to brush it later.

Nathan gave Vera a nod while waving off Fei. “We can talk in the morning then. I need to interrogate this one.” He gestured to Sen. “And then contact Bastion Leopold. Now that I have confirmation that a Federation Bastion is involved, he may be more interested in acting. If not, I’ll continue as planned.”

“What about the leylines?” Vera asked, biting her lip.

“It will be a few days before I can tell if this lot were the only ones behind it. Unless I find out more.” He locked eyes with Sen, who glared at him. “If the leylines remain disrupted, I’ll need to patrol around the other cairns and look for other sorcerers and bandits. If they begin to restore themselves, then…” Nathan trailed off.

There was a risk of something much worse happening, he thought. Now that he knew the cause behind the leyline disruption, and that a Bastion was behind it, everything had changed.

And he really meant everything. He had always thought the demonic invasion had been an accident. That the demons had slipped through while the Empire had been weakened from a two-front war, and the Federation had been too weak to quell multiple portals opening at once.

But if the Federation was weaponizing demons, it meant that Nathan needed to change his thought processes.

The war that consumed his timeline had already begun. He had arrived too late to stop it. All he could do was prevent it from taking the world with it.

Leading Sen to his office, Nathan tried to push down the thoughts. The black door stood at the far end. Somehow, Nathan had gotten used to its foreign presence. He blocked it out most days and kept his back to it when doing any paperwork, reading, or going over the map.

Sen’s eyes scanned right over the door. Despite its foreboding appearance, she didn’t react.

Nathan knew this was because she couldn’t see it. The binding stone couldn’t sense Kadria’s little pocket dimension, and nobody other than him could see it. It was as though Kadria was living in his mind.

The door scratched at Nathan’s thoughts when he looked at it, so he led Sen to the far corner and dumped her in a chair. He then took a seat himself and faced away from the black portal.

Sen glared at him. He removed the wooden block gagging her mouth.

“Not going to spit at me?” Nathan asked as he cleaned off the wood with a nearby cloth.

She threw a sullen look at him. “You killed Derek.”

A picture of a hulking giant wearing scratched and faded Empire armor appeared in Nathan’s mind. “The deserter? Was he your leader?”

“My friend. And you killed him.” Sen’s glare grew fiercer. “And he didn’t desert. The Empire betrayed him. Left him for dead.”

Nathan didn’t care about some random bandits. He dropped the wooden block on the table and leaned back in his chair.

How could he go about this? The Sen glaring at him felt so different to the timid, clingy girl he had known.

“I’m Nathan. Nathan Straub,” he said.

“I know. Sunstorm told me,” Sen said. “Why should I care anyway? Why do you care?”

So much fire in her. So unlike the Sen he knew.

By the time Nathan met Sen in his timeline, she had become timid. She never spoke about her past, and all Nathan knew was that the Amica Federation had forcibly recruited her when they invaded the Empire. He hadn’t even known she was close to Gharrick Pass at the time of the invasion.

“Because I don’t want to be your enemy,” Nathan said. “I’m a Bastion. You’re a highly capable spellblade. I can help you.”

Sen stared at him. The fire in her eyes didn’t vanish, but a look of disbelief appeared.

“If you wanted to help me, you’d have left me alone,” she muttered.

Looking into her green eyes, Nathan’s heart fell. This Sen was too different from the one he knew. What had the Federation done to her in the few years between now and when he met her in his timeline? How had her spirit been broken so badly?

Could he ever meet his Sen again? He wondered if the quiet, clingy girl with white hair—the one who came to Nathan for comfort after a nightmare, a battle, or whenever she smelled ash in the wind—was gone forever.

“Why were you working with Sunstorm?” he asked, leaning back and rubbing the bridge of his nose.

“Not going to ask my name?” Sen said.

“It’s Sen.”

She stared at him in shock.

“Again, why are you working with Sunstorm? I’m going to be kind and assume you don’t know what destabilizing a leyline does, but you must have had a reason to work with the Federation. The moment the Empire cottoned on to the fact you were working with another nation was the moment your time was up.” Nathan clicked his fingers for effect. Sen flinched at the noise.

“Nobody tells us anything,” Sen mumbled.

“So, you played along for no reason?”

“The Federation promised me a future. All of us a future. They’ve been good to us in the past, back when we helped them stop the tolls. Derek trusted them.” Sen bit her lip. “This time felt different. I’d never dealt with a Champion before.”

Nathan sighed. A typical reason for bandits. They didn’t trust the Empire, but the Federation was a different story as it was ruled by merchants. Where the nobles of the Empire constantly suppressed bandits and their ilk, the Federation knew how to play their game. Bandits could become mercenaries, guards, or even establish their own trading company in the Federation. They weren’t restricted in what they could do because of what family they were born into.

“I can promise you that future, Sen,” Nathan tried, feeling his offer was futile.

“I already told you—”

“I heard you.” Nathan sighed.

He stood up. Sen flinched and looked down. Her eyes were wide open. Magic began to build up within her body, but she couldn’t focus it because of the enchanted rope around her body. She tried again and again until she collapsed in her chair. Her glare tore into the back of Nathan’s head.

The black door beckoned him.


Chapter 15




Kadria had said she could restore Sen’s feelings toward him. Would that bring his Sen back, rather than this furious bandit girl that wanted to turn him into ash and hated everything he stood for?

Nathan grabbed Sen and dragged her to the door that led to Kadria’s domain. She struggled, but he ignored her.

The door opened this time without requiring Nathan to knock. Despite his fears that it would be impossible, he pulled Sen into the void with him. The moment she passed through the door, her struggling ceased.

Her eyes widened, and she stared around her. Her pupils expanded as large as they could, almost completely blotting out the green of her irises. She slumped against Nathan’s side. Moments later, she shivered.

“Where…” she mumbled. “Where are you taking me?”

Kadria’s room looked identical to Nathan’s last visit. Outlines of furniture and a black void occupied his vision. Kadria was nowhere to be seen, however.

“What can you see?” Nathan asked. He clicked his tongue as he realized this trip had been pointless.

“Nothing. Is this how Bastions get rid of people they don’t need? Leave them in a void while we waste away, so nobody ever finds the body?” Sen shivered and stared up at Nathan.

“No,” he said.

So, she couldn’t see anything in here. Probably for the same reason she couldn’t see the door when she was outside.

Several seconds passed as Nathan considered what to do. The room was warm, but without Kadria there was no reason to do anything here. He turned to leave, still holding Sen’s arm.

“Wow. And here I thought you were looking for somewhere private to ravage her and awaken her memories of you the old-fashioned way,” Kadria’s voice said, echoing around the room.

“Who is that?” Sen shouted, trying to pull away from Nathan. He held her close to him.

Turning around, Nathan concentrated on the bed. He couldn’t sense her, but there was the fuzziest imprint of something there. The outline of the back of the bed looked wrong, he realized.

“Show yourself. You’re on the bed,” he said.

Kadria appeared where Nathan was staring, her body taking shape as if it were an oil painting. Color oozed from the ceiling onto her and ran down the length of her nearly naked body. She took shape over the course of several seconds, as scantily dressed as always, and running a finger along one of her curly goat horns.

“How sharp of you,” Kadria said. “Did you like my trick?”

“An impressive illusion.”

“It wasn’t an illusion.”

Nathan sighed. The room hurt his mind if he thought too much about how it worked, so he wasn’t about to consider the magic behind what Kadria had done. He knew the basics of distorting space and manipulating force, but her magic was on another level.

No, not merely another level. Another dimension.

“You made an offer last time,” Nathan said. He pushed Sen forward, and she fell onto her knees.

Sen stared up at him, her eyes widening in horror. She looked between him and Kadria.

“You… You’re working with a demon?” Sen gasped out.

So she could see Kadria, but not the room?

Also, if Sen remembered this afterward, then he might be in some trouble. He hadn’t thought too deeply about what might happen if somebody found out about Kadria, but the results would be bad. A Bastion working with a Messenger wasn’t merely treason.

It was heresy. A violation of everything a Bastion stood for.

Nathan might know that what he was doing was right, given the future he had come from, but every other Bastion would see him as a threat to the world. He couldn’t blame them. As such, he needed to keep Kadria’s existence a secret.

“Oh? I thought you didn’t want to lose the current Sen?” Kadria smirked.

Nathan glared at her. “Enough of your games. I’m here. You said you would bring her back.”

“Allow me to clarify. I said I would help you by bringing back her emotions, her trust in you, her love, etcetera, etcetera. But I made no guarantees as to the behavior, inherent quality, or—” Kadria began to reel off some sort of bizarre script.

“I remember what you said. No memories, but everything else that makes Sen, Sen. You can cut the crap,” Nathan interrupted. He wasn’t in the mood for her bullshit.

Kadria blinked at him, then pouted. “You’re taking the fun out of this.”

“I can leave if you’d prefer.”

“Fine, fine,” Kadria said. “But I do demand payment for this. The gooey kind. I’ve been thirsty since the last time, and you haven’t visited.”

Did she ever stop being horny, Nathan wondered.

“That’s not a problem. So long as you’re not lying,” Nathan said.

“Have I ever lied?” Kadria paused. “Not that you’d know.”

“I’m sorry?” Nathan asked.

“Hahaha, just a joke.” Kadria grinned.

The Messenger crawled off the bed and toppled onto the floor. Sen’s attempt to escape proved useless, and Kadria pulled the other woman into her lap. The two sat on the edge of the bed and faced Nathan. Sen mumbled under her breath while Kadria ran a finger along Sen’s tanned jawline and up to her temple.

“This will only be a moment,” Kadria said.

Sen fell silent. Her eyes lost their fire and her jaw slackened. Even her muscles loosened.

Nathan felt a pit in the bottom of his stomach as he watched. Had he made a horrible mistake? What was he even doing, trusting a demonic Messenger?

A few seconds later, Kadria took her hand away. Sen moved again, life returning to her body. She blinked once. Twice. The emptiness faded from her eyes, replaced by something very familiar to Nathan.

Nathan’s gaze met Sen’s. He knew in a moment.

She was back. His Sen.

She still had green eyes, rather than red eyes. And her hair was still brown, rather than white.

But the look in Sen’s eyes, the way she stared back at Nathan, and the emotions she expressed on her face told Nathan everything he needed to know.

“Hi, Sen,” Nathan said.

“Nathan,” Sen whispered. “Nathan!”

Sen hurled herself across the room at Nathan. He caught her and spun around from the force of her leap. Her giggles echoed around the room, quickly turning to sobs. She buried her face into the crook of his neck.

“It’s you,” Sen mumbled between sobs. “I don’t know what happened, but I felt that I would never see you again. It feels like it’s been so long. Like I’ve been in darkness for years, waiting for you. But you’re here. You’re real. I can feel you. Smell you. See you. Touch you.”

Something slammed into Nathan’s stomach, but he held on tight to Sen. His eyes stared into the black void around him. Her feelings about returning washed over him, but her words hit hard.

“You remember me?” he asked.

Sen froze. She pulled back and made a face. “I… Huh.” She looked at him oddly. “I know who you are. I know that I can trust you. That you comfort me when I’m down, when I’m scared, and whenever I just want to feel you near me.” A blush rose to her cheeks. She darted in for a kiss, then pulled her lips away quickly.

But she didn’t remember him, or anything from their timeline. Her eyes locked onto his and she smiled. She pursed her lips and leaned in close. Nathan felt conflicted.

A hand wandered over his crotch. Sen’s eyes seemed to sparkle. Nathan swallowed, leaned in, and kissed her.

She felt like Sen. Tasted like Sen. Kissed like Sen.

When he pulled away, Nathan’s doubts had vanished. He felt uncertain because of her lack of memories, but she felt the same way about him that Sen always had. She cuddled against him. Her hair tickled his chin, and his stubble rubbed against her scalp. Her hand crept into his pants, and she giggled against his throat as he hardened in her grip.

“Always so big,” she murmured.

Nathan saw Kadria sitting on the bed. The Messenger sat cross-legged, staring at him and Sen with an expressionless face. She stuck her tongue out a few seconds after Nathan locked eyes with her.

Suddenly, Sen flew across the room. She squealed. Her landing was soft, broken by the bed. But she panicked anyway, kicking her arms and legs out because she couldn’t see the bed that she had landed on. After a few moments, an invisible force snapped into place, holding her limbs in place, and preventing her from flailing about.

“Nathan, what’s going on?” she asked.

“You’re fine,” Kadria said. “Now just lay here for a bit while I collect my prize. You can fill yourself up later.”

Sen looked at Kadria, who sat next to her. Then she looked at Nathan, before continuing to squirm. Sen appeared to be able to see and hear Kadria, but she hadn’t panicked like earlier. Although she didn’t like being held down by whatever magic Kadria was using.

“Come here,” Kadria said. She curled a finger inward while pointing at Nathan.

Nathan’s vision blurred, and he found himself standing over Kadria again. Deja vu, he felt. Hot breath blew over his exposed cock, and he stared down at the excited Messenger. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she stared excitedly at his length.

“Mmm, before I forget,” Kadria muttered.

She held a finger out, which glowed white. Power thrummed in it. Nathan could feel a tiny thread of energy pour into Kadria through him and stared in confusion.

Had Kadria drawn on energy from his binding stone? Through him? How had she done that?

“Pay attention,” Kadria said, slowly lowering her glowing finger. “You said last time this was impossible. You’re a smart cookie, so maybe you’ll pick up a thing or two from a demonstration. Even if you don’t, I know the way I like my men.” She grinned. “Insatiable.”

Nathan didn’t know what she meant by that.

Her finger made contact with his tip and the power poured into him. He gasped as he felt his entire crotch throb in response. Something built up within his length and tried to push its way out. After a moment, Nathan felt like that something had succeeded.

Gasping for air, Nathan looked down. Nothing seemed different at a glance.

“Hopefully that worked,” Kadria said, holding her hands either side of his length.

“What did you do?” he asked. His voice was raspy. His cock throbbed like it had never throbbed before.

Before Kadria could answer, Sen let out a squeal. She glared at the two of them.

“Oh, hush,” Kadria said. She waved her hand and suddenly Sen appeared underneath Kadria. “Make yourself useful.”

Without hesitating, Kadria reached down and pulled her panties open. She then lowered herself onto Sen’s face. A strange expression crossed Kadria’s face after a few moments, before she sighed in pleasure.

“I’m glad I brought over this part of her,” Kadria mumbled. “She really knows what she’s doing. Even if bringing over the lovey-dovey part is playing with fire.”

Kadria’s face was brilliantly red, and her breath hot enough to boil water as it blew over Nathan’s shaft. Somehow, he had an idea of what she meant by “playing with fire.” By playing with Sen’s memories and emotions, Kadria had affected herself.

Or perhaps she was hornier than he thought. No matter.

Nathan gripped her horns. Kadria gasped and obediently opened her mouth wide. Her eyes widened and locked with his, her red pupils noticeably dilated. She was spread flat over Sen, giving him a straight line down her throat. Wet noises filled the room as Sen licked Kadria. Kadria’s hands wandered beneath Sen’s skirt and pulled her white cloth panties down.

Clear liquid bubbled up and dribbled down Nathan’s length. Kadria lapped up every drop even as her fingers explored and exposed Sen. The Messenger began to moan and beg.

“Please,” Kadria mumbled. “You promised.”

Nathan placed a hand on his shaft, lowered it, and slid it down Kadria’s waiting throat. Her eyes curved as her lips pressed against his groin. Using her horns, he used her the way she expected to be used. Her body shuddered as she climaxed from the attention. Sen hadn’t let up.

Heat surged within Nathan and he finished. Kadria moaned around the mess in her throat, eyes closed.

Nathan noticed a funny feeling in his crotch. He looked down and noticed he wasn’t softening. At all. Kadria began to move, entirely focused on his length.

“What did you do?” he asked again.

Kadria giggled around him. He pulled her off.

“You complained you couldn’t get yourself ready fast enough,” she said. “I made sure that wouldn’t be a problem ever again.”

Oh no.

To punish her for messing with his body, he went for as long as he felt possible. Sen tried to tag in, but Nathan focused on punishing one particular Messenger.

Eventually, he gave up. Kadria was insatiable. Nathan felt the same way. He didn’t feel exhaustion even after an hour of doing this. Physically, at least. His mind was spent but his body felt fresh.

“Hey, stop that,” Kadria protested.

Sen lapped at Kadria’s cheeks and lips, sucking up stray bits of white that Kadria had missed. The Messenger pushed Sen away, before using her magic to keep herself protected.

“Mine,” Kadria said, collecting everything from her bronzed skin with her fingers.

“Uh-huh.” Sen rolled her eyes. “Next time save a turn for me, Nathan. Maybe tonight?”

Nathan met Sen’s eyes and nodded. For a moment he felt wrong for agreeing, but the look in her eyes made it clear that Sen wanted this. He’d been with her for years in his timeline and he had her back.

This timeline nonsense drove him crazy. But at least he could get his women back.

He snuck Sen out and back to his room without anybody noticing. If this was to become a habit, he needed to add a bathroom to his office. Or maybe rearrange the keep so that his office and bedroom were closer together.

Once cleaned up and sufficiently filled, Sen stretched and gave Nathan a hug. “I missed you.”

Nathan’s breath caught in his throat. “I missed you, too.” He paused. “Um, about Kadria?”

“Who?” Sen stared at him in confusion.

“The woman from earlier.”

She continued to stare.

“Bronzed skin…” No recognition at all.

Had Kadria used some sort of magic to prevent Sen from remembering her? Or was something more insidious at work.

A knock at the door drew Nathan from his thoughts. Sen opened the door before Nathan could stop her.

Fei stared at Sen, then at Nathan. The beastkin wore her nightgown and underwear and was holding her comb and brush. Her tail and ears stood on end, and she bore her fangs.

“Fei, wait, wait!” Nathan shouted. Fei froze, fangs still bared, as Sen stared at Fei in confusion.

Did Sen remember Fei? She seemed to hold her head as if she was trying to, but the look of confusion on her face suggested something was wrong.

“Shouldn’t she be bound up?” Fei hissed.

“We’ve come to an agreement,” Nathan said. “She’s going to fight for us as a Champion.”

Fei blinked. Several moments passed, and an undecipherable expression crossed her face. Eventually, her tail and ears returned to normal, and she held out a hand.

“Jafeila,” she said. “Call me Fei.”

Sen licked her lips and hesitantly took the hand. Then winced as Fei nearly shattered every bone in it. “Um. Sen. I feel like we’ve met before.”

Another strange expression crossed Fei’s face, and she stared at Nathan for several seconds. Then Fei turned back to Sen with a big smile.

“Silly, we have.”

Wait, what?

“We just fought,” Fei chirped. “I knocked you out. You fought really well.”

Sen blinked. Her head tilted to one side. Giggles crept out of her mouth, and soon both she and Fei were uncontrollably laughing.

Nathan scratched his stubble. He felt lost. All’s well that ends well, he supposed.

“Nathan, brush my tail,” Fei said, bounding up to him.

Sen appeared next to Fei. “Oh, I can do that for you, Fei. Why don’t we let Nathan rest?”

Fei smiled back. “Oh, I’m sure he’ll get plenty of rest while he brushes out my tail. It’s not like he needs to move while I lay on his lap.”

The two women smiled at each other for several seconds before turning to Nathan.

Ah, now this was a nostalgic feeling for him.
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On the other side of the Gharrick Mountains, a mild rain shower passed over a fortress in the Amica Federation. It was known as Fort Taubrum. Pools of water built up on the arid land outside the walls. A moat around the wall captured some of the runoff, and drainage ditches pulled much of it farther away from the fort.

Soldiers in tan and gray uniforms took shelter. A patrol outside the fort paused, and its lead officer held a hand out to the rain. He shrugged and ordered his men to continue as normal.

Within the walls of the keep, protected from the weather in a palatial office, a woman worked through a small stack of paperwork. A young boy stood at attention at the door. He watched every movement she made, but kept himself perfectly still.

The reason was obvious to even a casual observer.

A pair of jade gemstones glittered from the woman’s collarbone. She wore a figure-hugging black dress with a pattern woven it into that evoked the Watcher Omria, and slits were cut into the thighs. In her homeland, this style of dress was relatively commonplace.

The woman was known as Seraph. Nobody knew her true name. Perhaps not even her Bastion knew. That was commonplace for the people from the Kurai Peninsula. They took on a false name when they came of age and only gave their true name to those they trusted.

Seraph finished some of her paperwork and added it to a nearby pile of finished papers. After brushing back her long black hair, she took a sip of wine. The only noises in the office were those she made and the gentle beating of rain on the glass windows behind her.

Her wine glass was empty, so Seraph poured another. She clicked her tongue as only a fingertip of red nectar poured into her glass. It vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

One of her gems flashed and the wine bottle disintegrated into a pile of glittering dust. Seraph didn’t utter a word. Instead, she retrieved the next item of paperwork. The office filled with the scrawling of her pen.

The boy stepped forward and placed another bottle of wine on the table. It was the same year and vintage, and he had uncorked it in advance. Seraph gave him a dismissive glance, and he scurried away to retrieve a dustpan and brush to sweep up the remains of the earlier wine bottle.

A shadow appeared in the corner of the room within seconds of the door slamming. It grew into the shape of a young woman, and Sunstorm emerged from the darkness.

Seraph paused. She placed her pen down and turned to Sunstorm, wine glass in hand.

“I didn’t expect to see you for another week,” Seraph said. She crossed her legs and gave Sunstorm her full attention. “I’m assuming this isn’t good news. You’re not prancing about the office, for one thing.”

“I don’t prance.”

Sunstorm strode into the center of the room. A set of plush chairs and sofas surrounded a stained glass coffee table, on top of which sat a set of statues of the Watcher Omria. Ignoring the table, Sunstorm dragged a chair over to the same side of the desk that Seraph sat on.

“You do realize there are chairs there,” Seraph said, inclining her head at the pair of simple chairs on the far side of the massive oak desk.

Sunstorm ignored her. She plopped herself down on the plush couch she had dragged over and glared at Seraph. Seraph sipped at her wine and waited.

“We’ve lost our best bandits,” Sunstorm said after several long seconds.

“The ones under the young spellblade?” Seraph asked.

“Sen, yes.” Sunstorm scowled. “They were too busy licking their wounds after the new Bastion scared them at Trantia. And they paid the price.”

“You wouldn’t be so frustrated if that was it,” Seraph said.

Sunstorm’s eyes lingered on the wine. With a sigh, Seraph snapped her fingers at a cabinet in the corner. Its doors opened, and a wine glass flew across the room. Sunstorm deftly caught it, then held out her glass for a drink.

“Did we lose our other contact?” Seraph pressed. If they had, she would have a tough conversation coming.

“No. I confirmed that there are no issues on that front, despite your concerns.” Sunstorm guzzled down half of her wine in one go, much to Seraph’s dismay. “The Bastion showed up while I was convincing Sen to continue with our deal. The storm came in, and a moment later, he was there.” Her scowl deepened. “His Champion didn’t even have a gem. How reckless could he be?”

“Not reckless enough to lose his head,” Seraph noted. “Or else you would have strode in here with the heads of both him and his Champion. You lost, I take it?”

“I didn’t lose,” Sunstorm shouted, rising to her feet. She paused, taking in Seraph’s calm gaze. “I retreated, noting the storm and the loss of our resources. He’d blown apart most of the camp already, the bandits had fled, and his Champion had incapacitated Sen. Further battle was unwise.”

“If I thought you capable of learning to be less reckless, I’d believe you.” Seraph gave her subordinate a mocking smile and drained her glass. She rose and walked over to the glass windows. “He scared you, didn’t he?”

Silence. The rain pattered against the windows. Seraph stared down into the courtyard, watching as ripples formed in the puddles below. The land was so arid this close to the mountains, at least on this side. Useless land for the Federation, she knew.

“His sorcery affected my shadows,” Sunstorm eventually admitted. “I don’t know how. Normal sorcery had no effect. But he blew away my shroud with a single spell and leveled half of the valley at the same time.”

Seraph froze. A single spell? That sounded impossible to her.

“Did you see him cast it?” she asked.

“No. I was trying to get an angle on that stupid beastkin Champion of his and—” Sunstorm tried to say.

“Did he cast anything like it later? Did you see that? What sort of spells did he use?” Seraph asked rapid-fire.

Sunstorm blinked. She swirled her glass, the wine forming a pattern around the outside. “He only used third rank spells. The earlier spell had to be fifth or sixth rank, though. How else could he have affected my shadows? Gem abilities are far above the natural elements.”

Seraph sighed. So the girl hadn’t paid attention to anything important in the battle.

This new Bastion was a sorcerer. She knew this, but not where his talents lay.

“If he affected your shadows, most likely he used the binding stone to enhance his sorcery,” Seraph explained. She couldn’t imagine anything else. How he had done it was beyond her, however.

Seraph knew of two likely methods the Bastion used to overwhelm Sunstorm’s shadows. One of them seemed improbably, given how magic resistant the shadows were. Although binding stones had immense power behind them, they didn’t turn their owners into gods. That meant he had likely used the other method, which she had been taught was impossible for humans to use.

After all, human sorcerers were supposed to be restricted to the natural elements.

“Does it matter?” Sunstorm muttered. “He wasn’t that strong. Like I said, he didn’t have a gemmed Champion. I’ll track him down and claim his head.”

“Then why don’t you have his head already?” Seraph retorted.

“Like I said—”

“Enough,” Seraph said. Sunstorm shut up.

After returning to her seat, Seraph poured two more glasses of wine. The boy still hadn’t returned with a dustpan and brush. She hoped that Sunstorm hadn’t killed him.

“You’re being too defensive,” Seraph said. “There’s no shame in losing to a superior opponent.” Sunstorm opened her mouth to protest, but Seraph cut her off with a glare. “And he is superior. You’ve killed Bastions before. You have nothing to prove to me or Master Theus. If he was the weakling you claim he is, then you’d be requesting to meet with our master and show off your prizes. Not complaining about your missed opportunities.”

Sunstorm remained silent.

Continuing, Seraph said, “We’ve lost the bandits, but we planned around that. Master Theus won’t be concerned. You say that our contact is still working with us, which means our plans can proceed. At worst, this accelerates our timetable. At best, the Bastion blunders at his next test.”

“Test?” Sunstorm asked.

“Don’t worry,” Seraph said. “All I need you to do is return to his keep and survey it for me.”

“Done,” Sunstorm said. She didn’t move. “I investigated it on the return trip. It’s not that big.”

Seraph stared at her. “Not that big sounds bigger than I expected. Explain.”

Minutes passed as the younger Champion briefed Seraph on the exterior of the keep. Seraph kept her surprise in check.

“And the interior?” No answer. “You did go inside, didn’t you? You weren’t so scared of him that you refused to infiltrate his keep?”

When Sunstorm didn’t rise to the taunt, Seraph knew something was wrong.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Seraph pressed, her brow furrowing.

“He… He sensed me,” Sunstorm said, her eyes boring into the tiled floor. “When I teleported, he knew where I’d appear. It’s how I lost a sword. He even knew when I used a shadow double. How could he do that so easily?”

“Talented sorcerers can detect Champions,” Seraph said. “If you’re using your abilities, then it’s even easier for him to find you without even trying.”

“But it takes time to scan for magic,” Sunstorm protested.

“Hence why I say talented,” Seraph said. “I did say he is a superior opponent. You’ve done well today, Sunstorm. Remember that you haven’t done anything to upset me or Master Theus. Rest up, recharge your gem, and prepare for your next mission. I’ll brief you in the morning.”

Sunstorm left. The servant boy slipped through the door a minute later and swept up the remains of both empty wine bottles. When he brought another to the table, Seraph waved him off and retreated to her bedroom.

What a mess she was in, she thought. She threw herself onto the pile of cushions on top of her bed. The mattress swallowed her groan.

The Empire had stopped the leyline disruption far earlier than expected. The new Bastion was orders of magnitude more capable than Theus had claimed. Seraph cursed Theus’s arrogance.

Years of experience had taught Seraph that taking a Bastion lightly was the highway to the grave. For every incompetent Bastion that Sunstorm could behead without even blinking, another could blow her away just as quickly. The raw power of a binding stone was not to be trifled with.

But Theus didn’t care. All he had told Seraph was that the new Bastion was too weak to be of any concern, and that the Empire had sent him to Gharrick Pass to get him out of the way.

Seraph didn’t understand why the Empire would ever promote somebody to Bastion only to put them in a corner and forget about them. But Theus had dismissed her concerns, then pissed off up north with his other Champions. They smirked and giggled behind her back, questioning why she worried about a Bastion that everybody knew was incompetent.

And now that Bastion had built a fortress from nothing in three weeks, defeated Sunstorm and her pet spellblade, and appeared capable of sorcery that Seraph had been told was fundamentally impossible for humans.

She could salvage this. Theus was too arrogant to believe she knew how the leylines worked, but she had been a Champion longer than he had been sticking it in those giggling idiots that worshipped him.

If the leylines stopped being disrupted, then all of that magical energy had to go somewhere. Bastion Nathan Straub would need to prove himself to be a capable commander even swifter than he had built his fortress.

In the meantime, Seraph had the time to prepare her next move. First, though, she needed to tell Theus. Beautiful, stupid Theus.

She opened the connection over the wireless after she confirmed it was magically secured. Almost five minutes passed before he answered.

“Why are you wasting my time this late, Seraph?” Theus grumbled over the wireless, his voice crackling.

“I need your authority to accelerate my plans down south,” Seraph said, closing her eyes and imagining something less irritating than his voice. “The Empire is making its move.”


Chapter 17




Nathan watched the carriages roll up along the road toward his fortress. There were three of them, all decorated in von Clair regalia. A company of Anna’s soldiers accompanied the convoy.

This wasn’t a social visit. Anna wouldn’t have brought so many horseless carriages if she only wanted to see Nathan. In fact, she probably would have requested that he visit her.

Several weeks had passed since they defeated the bandits and recruited Sen. Summer had arrived. Wildlife overran the nearby forests, and pollen filled the air. Nathan’s nose was constantly irritated whenever he was outside.

And the leylines had stabilized.

Nathan descended from the wall. It now extended farther than it had a few weeks ago and separated the fortress into two halves.

A massive wall protected the upper section of the fortress and ringed the keep. The soldiers and clerks stayed here and practiced in the main courtyard. An inner wall separated the upper section from the lower section, and it contained a single gatehouse for now.

As Kuda had predicted, merchants and peasants flocked to Gharrick Pass once news spread. A Bastion was in the county, and his fortress promised protection. Caravans began to stop here, and that meant there was money to be made. Trade grew as people serviced the caravans, then shops opened up for the people living in the fortress, and soon families moved in because other people were here.

More people arrived each day. Nathan had constructed the lower section to protect them, given they had begun to build their own town outside the walls. How many years had it been since he had commanded a fortress that needed to worry about and protect the general populace?

Too many. The Far Reaches were practically uninhabitable, even if it had been an important chokepoint. His last fortress had been an isolated one.

Nathan sped up the arrival of people through his bandit purges. Sen’s group had been the main one. She had told him as such, and the leylines had begun to stabilize within days. But smaller groups continued to operate with much weaker magic users.

Running around burning out bandit camps had spread the word of a new Bastion faster than normal. Within a month, they’d be spilling outside of the walls again if he didn’t do something.

“Do you ever stop worrying about things?” Sen asked him, dragging him from his thoughts.

He looked over and saw her hovering by his side. When had she gotten here?

He waved for her to follow him, then headed to the main courtyard in front of the keep.

“I’m a Bastion. If I don’t worry about what happens next, who will?” Nathan replied.

“Somehow that feels too natural coming from you,” Sen said. “I’m still not used to this.”

“Remembering one past, but feeling completely differently?”

“Yes. That.” Sen nodded, her eyes distant. “I get strange feelings of nostalgia sometimes, but I don’t know what I’m nostalgic about. Other times I feel like there’s a hole in my heart, as if I should remember or associate something with what I’m seeing or remembering, but that thing is missing.” Sen suddenly smiled. “You’re something of a constant, at least.”

Good to know, he thought. Kadria had carried out her end of the deal once again.

The carriages rolled through the gate. Anna’s soldiers formed up in ranks along either side of the courtyard to greet her. The officers wore their dress uniforms, their breastplates gleaming for the first time since they had arrived at the fortress. The captain of the guard patrolled the line, chewing out some of his subordinates and reshuffling the formation. He wanted the best-dressed guards at the front for his countess to see first.

Nathan meditated while he waited. He checked on the leylines, did rhythmic exercises to focus his sorcery, and monitored every presence in the fortress. Beside him, Sen leaned on her sheathed greatsword and tried not to make eye contact with any of the guards.

Her profuse apologies had mended things enough that the guards didn’t glare at her when she passed. At the same time, the fact she had to apologize so much meant there were things that couldn’t be so easily forgiven. She was under his protection now, and supporting him. That kept the guards happy.

Even if they weren’t happy, they had to live with it. Nathan could run his fortress without them.

“Sorry I’m late,” Fei gasped out, running up to his side. Her tail wagged behind her, batting against Nathan’s legs once she took up her position to his right.

Sen smirked. “Are you ever not late?” She paused. “Huh. I get the feeling you’re supposed to be punctual.”

Fei gave Sen an odd look, but shrugged the statement off. Her eyes scanned the courtyard. A sigh of relief escaped her lips when she saw the convoy only beginning to enter the inner section of the fortress.

“Where’s Kuda?” Fei asked. “I saw him at breakfast, so I know he’s around.”

“You have time to pay attention to other people while shoveling down all that food?” Sen asked.

Fei glared at Sen.

“Be nice,” Nathan murmured.

The two women glared at him instead.

With a sigh, Nathan said, “Kuda is preparing the meeting room.”

“Eh? Is this important?” Fei asked. “It’s only Anna’s carriage.”

Sen laughed, then tried to cover her mouth and pretend she was coughing. Fei still glared at her. Nathan pushed both their heads down, causing both to wince and stop playing around.

“Anna wouldn’t bring three carriages if this was a social visit,” Nathan explained.

“I also doubt the soldiers would line up like this,” Sen remarked.

“No, that’s pretty normal,” Nathan said. “How often do you think the officers get a chance to show off how well-trained their companies are? Even a minor visit by the ruling noble is a big deal. You weren’t on the wall, so you likely missed the crowds in the streets in the lower section.”

Sen grimaced. “No, I saw them. I thought there was a market on today.”

“That’s at midday.”

Sen and Fei continued to chatter while they waited for the carriages to pull up. The soldiers accompanying Anna pulled away from the convoy. They took up positions at the far end of the courtyard.

With so many in one place, Nathan noticed that the guards in the fortress had adjusted their uniforms slightly. While the guards that had arrived with Anna only wore her family symbol, as befitting a private army, those in the fortress were different. They had added a small silver patch from the Imperial Army.

Nathan’s historical knowledge of the Empire wasn’t complete enough to help him recognize what it was. But he at least knew that the guards in the fortress now identified themselves as soldiers of the Empire, rather than mere hired swords under a noble. For many of them, it was a large step up in status.

The carriages came to a stop. Anna stepped out from the closest one, her dirty blonde hair almost brown in the summer sun. She wore an elegant ruffled black dress covered with silver ribbons and bore a red sash. Her heels were larger than her bust, and Nathan doubted she had any plans to run about much today. She was dressed to impress.

Vera joined her a moment later in the same sorceress robes from the other day. Her white robe gleamed. Clearly, she had cleaned them after the storm.

The lead carriage disgorged a handful of clerks, all dressed up in their puffery and carrying books and pens. They clustered a short distance away from Anna and Vera, talking furtively to one another.

The officers called their soldiers to attention. A clatter of boots and armor resounded across the courtyard. Hundreds of mailed gloves slapped against breastplates. Fei clapped her hands over her ears. Gently, Nathan pulled them down, ignoring her watery eyes.

A lean-muscled giant jumped down from the last carriage. His gray hair was neatly cropped, and his sideburns ran low on his jawline. He didn’t wear any armor, favoring a simple officer’s uniform that matched Nathan’s. A golden badge gleamed from his collar, however.

The badge of the royal family.

Bastion Leopold Tyrim, the oldest Bastion in the Anfang Empire, surveyed the courtyard with a gentle smile. Slowly, he raised his hand to his chest in a salute. He lowered it, then gestured for the assembled soldiers to be at ease.

“Is that him?” Sen mumbled.

Fei shot Sen a look of disbelief. The beastkin’s eyes were wide as dinner plates, her ears and tail standing on end.

“How can you not recognize Bastion Leopold?” Fei hissed.

Sen stared at Fei, then looked up at Nathan and shrugged. “That’s a yes, then.”

Another person descended from the carriage behind Leopold. Nathan stared at her.

He had expected to see her at some point, but not this soon.

Ciana. She had served Leopold briefly before the fall of the Empire. Her opinions of him had colored Nathan’s view of him, causing him to take many of the negative views of Leopold with a grain of salt.

She looked so young. Her single horn stuck out from her forehead. Her platinum hair glowed in the sunlight. She had tied it back in a ponytail, pulling back her bangs that Nathan had always encouraged her to keep. Her horse’s tail swayed behind her as she followed Leopold.

Anna and her entourage approached Nathan. He greeted Leopold with a salute, and the other Bastion returned it. Ciana stared up at Nathan with cautious eyes, then hid behind Leopold when Nathan looked back at her.

“Forgive her,” Leopold said with a chuckle. “Unicorn beastkin are naturally skittish around men. Especially those who are more…” His eyes lingered on Fei and Sen, who hovered close to Nathan’s side. “Active? Yes, let’s leave it at that.” Leopold laughed.

“It’s fine.” Nathan shrugged, despite feeling the opposite. “But why bring a unicorn here given they are rightfully wary of people?”

Leopold raised an eyebrow. “She needs to learn how to handle others. Men, women, ‘active’ men, enemies, and eventually demons.”

“You’re training her to be a Champion?” Nathan asked.

“Blunt, aren’t we?” Leopold chuckled. “Let’s head inside and continue this.”

Anna coughed and gave Leopold a look. He sighed, scratched a hairy cheek, and decided to stay put.

“Ah, yes, the formalities,” he said. “Well met, Bastion Nathan. On behalf of His Majesty, I congratulate you on your early victories as Bastion, and for uncovering a plot against the Empire. Suffice it to say that rewards are being prepared and will be doled out once the Federation is sufficiently cowed.”

Leopold gave Anna a look. “Good enough?”

“You sound like I’m torturing you,” Anna whined. “It can’t be that bad, can it? You live in the capital and deal with royal politics all day long.”

“And here I am on a delightful holiday, but you’re making me carry out my duties as if I’m still in the stuffy halls of Aleich.” Leopold winked at Nathan. “Now, shall we go inside?”


Chapter 18




Once inside, Anna forced them to attend to the immediate issue first. Nathan allowed the Ciana conversation to drop, for now.

The meeting room was a recent addition to the keep. Nathan always preferred more casual or military-esque rooms when he was with others. Sitting rooms with a few sofas, or a war room where everybody could stand around a map or other point of interest.

But Anna had visited two weeks ago and complained about the lack of a proper meeting room. Apparently, a large table and chairs are necessary. Nathan hated the trappings of nobility and the boring halls of power that he had dealt with in his homeland of Falmir, but he let Anna get her way this time.

Everybody sat around a single long table. Nobody sat at either end, not even Leopold. Anna showed open annoyance at that fact, gesturing to Leopold with her eyes, but he ignored her.

Ciana tried to remain standing. Leopold then forced her to sit next to him. Sitting opposite Leopold was Fei, whose tail moved at a thousand miles per hour. It moved so fast that Nathan could hear it.

Nathan finished summarizing the situation. The only person who appeared interested in what had happened was Ciana, whose concern visibly grew the longer that Nathan talked. He ignored her.

“How come you never mentioned what the leyline disruption would cause?” Anna asked, her face marred by a scowl.

“If I say ‘you never asked,’ will you be angry?” Nathan tried.

Anna’s glare answered his question.

“You know now, don’t you?” Leopold suggested.

“That explanation is somehow worse,” Anna said, turning her ire on Leopold. His smile didn’t move an inch.

“I didn’t want to induce unnecessary panic,” Nathan explained. “While leyline disruption can cause a demonic invasion, it often doesn’t. It wasn’t until I had confirmed other matters, such as the involvement of the Federation with the bandits, that I suspected what was happening.”

“Quite a fast conclusion, I must admit,” Leopold said. His eyes bore into Nathan. “Especially as Vera said something different. That you believed a demonic invasion would occur before you confirmed that a Federation Champion was involved.”

Had she? Nathan didn’t look at Vera, but he imagined she might be avoiding his gaze right now.

In truth, Nathan had been grasping at straws during his conversation with Vera. She had doubted his belief that the Federation would go to war with the Empire. He needed something that would prod her into action, and he had found it. But the idea that the Federation had genuinely been trying to disrupt the leylines in an attempt to cause a demonic invasion?

That thought had never seriously occurred to him before he saw Sunstorm meeting with Sen. He had thought the idea to be too heretical for any Bastion to attempt.

“The demonic portal here was too passive,” Nathan explained, trying to talk his way out of any suspicion. “All the energy had to be going somewhere. The Federation were behaving suspiciously, but I’ll admit I never seriously thought they were trying to cause a demonic invasion.”

“But you think they are now?” Leopold pressed. His smile remained firmly in place.

Ciana looked between Leopold and Nathan, her eyes overflowing with panic. She rocked back and forth in her chair, but refused to say anything. Everybody else in the room stared at her, but Leopold and Nathan ignored her.

“Sen has admitted that the Federation taught her how to disrupt the leylines with the cairn,” Nathan said, gesturing to the spellblade sitting next to him. “We battled with a Federation Champion by the name of Sunstorm in our territory. The leyline disruption has ceased now that I’m disabling the bandits. Systematic leyline disruption over the course of several months would have resulted in a new demonic portal opening at the cairn, if we hadn’t stopped it.”

Ciana froze. Her gaze slowly shifted from Nathan to Leopold.

The room remained silent, although Anna continued to look annoyed. Kuda took the opportunity to slip in and provide coffee and tea cakes for everybody.

“I took a risk when I allowed you into the academy,” Leopold said abruptly, lowering his mug. “Your father spoke ill of you. And most suspected you of seeking vengeance, given you had just been disinherited. There were other rumors as well. But those who dealt with you—at least without knowing your background—spoke well of you.”

Nathan remained silent. In his timeline, he had never found out why he was allowed to become a Bastion or what made him “better” than his counterparts. He had outlived his entire class. His master had never thought much of him, at least publicly, but Nathan had been given dangerous postings. By proving himself, Nathan rose in status and power. He gained Champions faster than others and eventually became a legend. A Bastion with a trigem Champion, and later, several trigem Champions.

So Leopold’s words keenly interested Nathan. Even if they applied to his false past.

“Your father has a reputation,” Leopold said. “Your falling out with him piqued my interest. Surely a man who has lost everything will see the world differently? It seems I was right. You’re sharp. The meisters noted that you devoured information in the academy. And now you’re forging a reputation within mere weeks of arriving.”

Nathan blinked. Somehow Leopold’s opinion applied to both the false him and the real him.

A man who had lost everything. As sure a description of Nathan as any, he felt.

“You agree with his assessment of the Federation?” Anna asked. She bit her lip, her eyes moving nervously between the two Bastions.

“What do you think of his assessment, Anna?” Leopold asked.

“Are you kidding me?” Anna shouted. “You already know this.”

“And now I am asking you to repeat it in his presence.”

Anna rolled her eyes and crossed her arms with a huff. “He’s right. I’ve been telling you ever since my father passed away that the Federation has been moving on Gharrick County. This isn’t about tolls anymore. The bandits attacked my town.” She glared at Sen, who grimaced and looked away.

“I see. And you, Vera?” Leopold asked, turning his attention to the redheaded sorceress.

“I don’t see any flaws in his theory. A monogem Federation lurking near our borders is one thing, but actively helping to disrupt the leylines? Even if they weren’t trying to cause a demonic invasion, it’s still an act of war,” Vera said.

Leopold nodded. He stroked his bare chin.

“Leopold!” Ciana cried. She stood up. “Why are you doing this? He’s clearly right.”

Finally, Leopold and Nathan looked at Ciana. Both of them hid their smiles, although Sen prodded Nathan in the side and glared at him. Clearly Sen had noticed his odd behavior.

“It seems my ward believes in you, Nathan,” Leopold said after a brief pause.

“I appreciate your backing, Ciana,” Nathan said. Then he froze.

She hadn’t been introduced yet. Leopold had skipped introductions earlier, presumably because everybody recognized him.

Ciana’s face lit up as if it were on fire. She dropped into her chair and mumbled something inaudible. If anyone noticed Nathan’s mistake, they didn’t comment on it or raise an eyebrow. Leopold patted Ciana on the shoulder and winked at Nathan.

“Indeed, your assessment is correct,” Leopold said. “Sorry for the runaround. I was curious to see if opinion may sour when confronted.”

Despite his front as a genial old man, Leopold was a savvy political player. He couldn’t be the Emperor’s right-hand man if he weren’t. Anna scowled at Leopold before straightening up in her chair.

“I believe you asked about Ciana earlier?” Leopold continued. “Her path is not yet set. Unicorn beastkin are exceedingly rare. The Empire may not practice slavery, but the same cannot be said of other nations, and many nobles would stop at nothing to have her in their household.” Leopold’s face darkened, and Nathan felt his pulse quicken.

Nathan made a mental note not to get on Leopold’s bad side. The man genuinely terrified him in a primal way.

“As such, I am training her as my ward. I don’t know whether she’s a better fit as a Champion or a Bastion yet, but I don’t want to predispose her to either choice.” Leopold paused.

Nathan nodded. “Becoming a Champion is a one-way path.”

“I thought that was only if she received a gem?” Vera said.

Leopold glanced at Nathan, who shrugged. Vera was making an assumption there. Fei had told her about the one-way path bit, but many people already knew about it. If Vera believed that it was because of a gem, then that was her choice.

“Champion gems are permanent, yes,” Leopold said. “But all Champion and Bastion enhancements are permanent. One can never stop being a Champion or Bastion.”

The frown on Vera’s face suggested she didn’t understand. Neither Nathan nor Leopold helped her.

They had an oath to uphold. Many secrets of Bastions needed protecting. That the Federation had tried to cause a demonic invasion using the leylines was proof of that. Not even other Bastions could be completely trusted.

Nathan felt like he suddenly understood why his old master never told him much. Had this sort of thing happened in the past? Had older Bastions questioned each other and found that the only way to protect the world was to withhold knowledge? Nathan didn’t know. He didn’t even know if that was the right choice.

“Um, Leopold,” Ciana spoke up.

“In a minute, Ciana,” Leopold said. He patted her on the shoulder again. “Speaking of gems, I have a gift for you.”

One of the functionaries from earlier brought in a small velvet bag. Within it was a small wooden box embossed with the golden emblem of the Emperor. Leopold held his hand over it for a second, and Nathan felt a pulse of power enter the box. Then Leopold slid it across the table.

Three gems sat within the plush confines of the box. An amethyst, a diamond, and a sapphire. Nathan’s fingers shot to the amethyst first. He lifted it out of the box, held it up, and silently probed it with magic.

“I wasn’t sure which would be most suitable for young Jafeila,” Leopold continued. “Her meisters spoke highly of her abilities, but none were entirely certain of what path to suggest. I heard about her speed, and chose suitable gems to supplement such a Champion, although the abilities from each gem are flexible.”

“Um,” Fei tried to say. Her ears flattened as Leopold turned his attention to her and she quietened. Her tail stuck bolt upright.

Nathan ruffled her hair, and she slowly calmed down.

“I’ve changed my enhancement to both speed and strength,” Fei said, quiet enough that a pin drop would overpower her voice. “Will these gems suit me still?”

Leopold smiled, and it was a genuine smile, unlike his poker face. “Of course. The amethyst is perhaps more single-minded as far as gems go, favoring strength and offensive abilities. But diamonds are easily the most flexible of physical enhancement gems, and the sapphire offers great variety if you wish to utilize gem abilities more.”

“They’re fairly standard gems for physical fighters,” Nathan added. “And especially for a young Champion. More daring gems can be dangerous to rely on.”

Nathan returned the amethyst to the box, noting the way Fei’s eyes followed his every move. The box remained on the table for the rest of the meeting, but he kept it firmly shut and within arm’s reach.

“Thank you, Bastion Leopold,” Nathan said.

Leopold waved him off. “I can spare a few gems. The question is: can Jafeila support one? The academy trained you, so you should know how to gem Champions. But given the coming storm, you will need a monogem Champion now more than ever.”

Even a dullard could read Leopold’s hidden message: Nathan needed to handle this by himself. At least for now.

There was a war on, after all. Or close enough. Leopold’s Champions were needed elsewhere within the Empire.

“Leopold,” Ciana mumbled. “There’s something else.”

“Is there something else, Nathan?” Leopold asked him.

Test after test with this old man.

Nathan squared his gaze at Ciana, who blushed and looked at the table. He waited patiently for her to look back at him. Almost a minute passed.

Eventually, she raised her head and looked him in the eyes. Her breathing quickened.

“I’m not going to bite,” Nathan said gently. “You’ve been nervous ever since I gave my original report.”

“I know,” Ciana mumbled. Leopold’s hand rubbed her shoulder, and she took a deep breath, her fluffy ears twitching.

“I assume you want to see the portal then?” Nathan said. “I can’t imagine why else you’ve been so antsy since I mentioned the leyline disruption ceased.”


Chapter 19




The gate leading to the portal was as nondescript as before. Nothing appeared to have changed on the outside, save for a pair of soldiers standing guard outside of it. They saluted as the party approached.

“You’re not patrolling the interior?” Leopold asked. He seemed surprised that the gate was closed.

“That’s my job,” Fei chirped. She froze when Leopold’s gaze turned to her and hid behind Nathan.

“I don’t recall her meisters saying she’s so shy,” Leopold mused, his lips quirking upward.

“She’s a fan,” Nathan said flatly.

Leopold suppressed a grin and elbowed the air between them. For a geezer, he was a sharp one, and far more willing to play around than Nathan had expected.

Stepping up to the gate, Nathan reached for power from the binding stone. Fei jumped in front of him before he could push the doors open.

“I can open them,” she chirped. “I have my key.”

Nathan smiled at her, then reached over top of her and gave the doors a shove. A tiny pulse of magical resistance pushed back at Nathan, but it melted when the binding stone’s power struck it. The doors opened a crack.

“How come you don’t have to use a key?” Fei pouted.

“I imagine because he’s the Bastion, and he sealed the doors,” Leopold said. His smile had slipped, and his eyes focused on Nathan. “A curious method to keep the portal secure. I presume the keys are enchanted?”

“They are. It’s the same method used for vaults and treasuries. A small set of keys with an enchantment that can unlock the door, except the seal is coded to a specific magical signature.” Nathan shrugged. “I read about the technique in the academy. It’s used in Falmir.”

“Is it?” Leopold’s smile returned. “Perhaps I’ll see if it works for any of my portals when I return. My Champions would appreciate being able to keep the demons on the other side without needing to watch the gate all day long. Although I imagine that some may use the closed doors as an excuse to ignore the portal longer than they should.”

Nathan winced. More than one fortress had fallen because of Champions who didn’t investigate the portal regularly, and Bastions who weren’t paying attention. Out of sight, out of mind, was a dangerous mindset, but a popular one.

“Can we go in?” Anna asked. “You’ve had me on edge since Nathan refused to properly answer Ciana.”

Ciana ducked her head when at the sound of her name. Hiding a smile at Ciana’s shyness, Nathan opened the gate all the way.

Gasps rung out. Fei shot through the open doors, her scimitar out, and gave the all clear signal. Sen drew her greatsword and took up a watch position beside Fei.

The rest of them trooped inside afterward. Ciana looked around with a mix of apprehension and triumph, as if she wasn’t sure if she should be happy or terrified that she was right.

“I thought you said the portal was passive?” Anna said. She pointed at the bottom of the valley they stood in. “I’m no expert, but that looks pretty ominous. And there are demons here!”

She was right. The tiny valley from earlier was no more. Worryingly, the portal now met expectations for what a demonic portal should look like, at least to a casual observer.

The valley leading down to the clearing had broadened. An army could comfortably march toward the keep without breaking formation. Farther below, the clearing had expanded as well. The central mound had transformed into a massive set of craggy rocks reaching for the sky. Dozens of campfires had been built in the clearing, although only a few were lit.

“Care to take care of the demons, Fei?” Nathan suggested. She was the reason so few campfires were being used.

The demons barely had time to react before she careened into them.

“Putting that speed enhancement to good work, I see,” Leopold said. Then he winced as Fei bisected a demon. “Or something else. A bespoke enhancement?”

“She found the speed enhancement too restrictive,” Nathan said. “So I’ve combined the strength and speed enhancements to her liking. I’ve tweaked it a few times over the last few weeks, although at this point I think she just likes the process.”

“Yes, young Champions get like that,” Leopold said drily. “This may be wrong of me to say, but I wonder what the goddess was thinking to make the process generate such emotions.”

The nearby women stared at Leopold and Nathan in confusion. Sen hadn’t gone through the Champion enhancement process. Although Nathan had thought Vera had picked up on the gist of it, perhaps she didn’t realize it happened to every Champion.

“Why aren’t you surprised by this?” Anna asked, gesturing to their surroundings. “Or worried? Or something?”

“Because he’s been trained for situations exactly like this. Isn’t that right, Nathan?” Leopold turned to face Nathan, his poker face firmly in place and eyes twinkling.

Behind him, Ciana nodded enthusiastically. She had understood what was happening the moment she found out what happened to the leylines, after all.

But this was a trick question. Nathan didn’t understand why, but Leopold was testing him. Again.

The trick was that Nathan could never have learned what was happening right now, at least not the normal way. No book had ever been published or would ever be published describing this. Most Bastions never encountered this set of circumstances either, because it required somebody to commit heresy in the first place.

The portal had been passive when Nathan had arrived. He had known that the energy must be going somewhere else, and any Bastion could determine that fact. The leylines were being disrupted and causing the demonic energy from the portal to flow out into the world. Eventually, that would create a new portal and a new demonic invasion.

The natural reaction was to stop the disruption. Everything should go back to normal. But it wasn’t, and it was for the same reason that the leyline disruption had weakened the portal to begin with.

“It’s similar, but different,” Nathan answered, trying to hedge around his actual knowledge. “This looks and feels like a cascade. But it’s not.”

“A cascade?” Vera probed.

Leopold gave her a considering look, then shrugged and gestured for Nathan to continue.

“All binding stones and demonic portals are linked through the leylines. When excess energy pours out of one portal, it must go somewhere. Normally this isn’t an issue, but when too much energy pours out at once, we call it a cascade,” Nathan explained. “This is how demonic invasions can occur at multiple portals at once or in close sequence. Not all of the energy from the first invasion was let out, so it spills over to nearby portals.”

“But that’s not what’s happening here?” Vera asked.

“It is, but it can’t be,” Nathan said. “There are no demonic invasions nearby. The binding stone at Forselle Valley hasn’t reported any, neither have any other fortresses deeper within the Empire. And the binding stone on the other side of the mountains, within the Federation’s Fort Taubrum, is still inactive.”

Leopold nodded, his smile broadening. “So?”

“Like I said, it’s a cascade, but it isn’t. The effects are the same: rapid expansion of the portal; constant arrival of demons; an accelerating rise in demonic energy. Every time I take out a bandit group, the situation worsens, so I’ve slowed down.” That was a lie. Nathan had been taking it slow since dealing with Sen, because he had expected this.

“In other words, you think this cascade is related to the leylines?” Leopold asked.

Ciana was practically jumping up and down.

“I believe your ward agrees,” Nathan said, inclining his head toward the unicorn beastkin. She blushed but stood her ground this time.

“He’s right, Leopold,” Ciana said. “And you know he is. You taught me about leyline cascades.”

“That I did,” Leopold said. He patted Ciana on the shoulder again. “Yes, this is a cascade. It is, in fact, the primary reason I came out here. I wanted to confirm that Gharrick Pass still existed, and that I wouldn’t need to hold this fortress myself.”

“What a vote of confidence,” Nathan drawled.

Anna’s jaw dropped. After several seconds, she picked it back up and gathered her wits.

“You thought my county was in danger but did nothing?” she hissed. “What kind of protection is this?”

“The sort that is focused on the future of the Empire,” Leopold said. His smile dropped. “A Bastion who can’t deal with a demonic invasion isn’t useful to His Majesty. That is the cold, hard truth. The fact you appear to be managing the situation is a testament to your ability, Nathan. Most would have suppressed all the bandits within a few days, then been overwhelmed by the ensuing demonic horde immediately. A valiant end, but a pointless one.”

Nathan shrugged. Somehow, this colder side of Leopold felt easier to deal with. Perhaps because he felt similar to many other senior Bastions from Nathan’s timeline.

“I estimate I have another week or two,” he said. “My real worry is the Federation. I can deal with demons, but both at once?”

“Fortunately, you will now have a monogem Champion of your own,” Leopold said. “Although I recommend that you make some more preparations.” His gaze fell on Sen. Did he realize that she wasn’t a Champion yet?

Probably. Nathan hadn’t requested permission to grant her the status. Sen lacked the training to accept an enhancement, and there was something else she was much more suited for.

“I have a few more tricks up my sleeve,” Nathan admitted. “If we’re done here, why don’t we have some lunch? The cooks have prepared something special.”

The rest of Leopold’s visit went smoothly. Seeing Ciana during her cuter phase was heartwarming for Nathan, as his memories of Ciana so young were very distant. But when Leopold left with Anna and Vera, Nathan found his thoughts drifting to the coming war.

War. The very thing that Nathan had come back in time to avoid. He knew what he needed to do to stop his timeline from happening, and the demons from destroying everything. But was that enough to stop the Messengers in this timeline?

He needed to make more preparations.


Chapter 20




“Are you sure about this?” Nathan asked Sen.

“I may not remember him, but every bone in my body calls out for him,” Sen answered. “I feel like I’m missing a limb.”

Nathan finished pouring salt for the summoning circle. Standing up, he sighed. Sen copied him, then shot him a grin when he glared at her.

“You remember the price you’ll pay, don’t you?” Nathan reminded her.

“I won’t age. He’ll take up a seat in my mind. I’ll lose access to all sorcery that isn’t fire element or closely related, but lose my weakness to water.” Sen began ticking off fingers. “My hair will slowly lose its color. My eyes will turn red. I’ll grow horns—”

“You won’t,” Nathan corrected. “Grow horns, that is.”

“You make it sound like I will.”

The pair of them stood in an underground chamber within the keep. Fei knew they were down here, but nobody else did. The door was locked and sealed with magic from the binding stone.

The floor of the room was covered with symbols. Two summoning circles, to be precise. The inner circle was drawn in chalk, was very simple, and nine candles burned around the circumference. The outer circle was drawn with salt and was far more complicated. Spaces had been left for runes to be drawn with magic, and a larger one for Sen to stand connected the two circles.

“Allowing a spirit to possess you is a life-altering decision,” Nathan explained, for what he felt was the hundredth time. “And an ifrit is easily one of the most powerful spirits you can summon. If I hadn’t already seen you spend a lifetime supporting him in your mind, I would never let you do this.”

“But somebody already did in your timeline,” Sen said. She smiled. “And I’m choosing to be possessed this time.”

Nathan looked away. He hated this.

“I want to help you, Nathan. But I haven’t trained in the academy. I haven’t acclimated to Champion enhancement. You even admitted you don’t know how many gems I might be able to support even if I become a Champion. But you know my potential with Ifrit.” Sen took his hands. “Rather than spend years waiting to become a Champion and fight by your side, I’m making the choice to fight with you now.”

“I still disagree with your choice,” Nathan said. “But it’s your choice.”

He didn’t know how to handle this Sen. One look into her eyes and his doubts vanished. She was his Sen. He knew that. But she didn’t act like her.

The Sen he knew was timid. She was terrified of her own power, and sought his comfort because she needed it, not because she wanted to cuddle.

The root cause of the change was the very ritual she was about to undergo. Although Nathan knew very little about Sen’s past, he knew that the Federation had forced her to be possessed by an ifrit. Her affinity with fire and natural talent with sorcery made her an immensely dangerous weapon, and he eventually got her away from the Federation. But the damage had been done.

Was he about to put her through the same trauma?

“You’re looking at me like that again,” Sen said, her voice low. “You need to think less, Nathan.”

“Thinking is a large part of my job,” Nathan said.

“Think about the right things, then.” Sen huffed. “Look, we spoke about this. I’m fine the way I am.”

Nathan was torn.

Kadria had held up her end of the bargain. Sen trusted him, loved him, and talked about feelings and emotions that reminded Nathan of his old Sen.

But she didn’t have the memories of his old Sen. What she had were emotions about events and people she didn’t remember.

Phantom limb syndrome was a problem that caused people who had lost an arm or a leg to still feel sensations from it. Sen suffered from phantom memory syndrome, where she trusted Nathan because of memories she no longer had. For all of Nathan’s worries about overwriting the Sen from this timeline, he wondered if it would have been a better choice.

“Nathan,” Sen warned.

“You say that you’re happy, but you don’t know what you’re missing,” Nathan said.

“Maybe. But I can feel the emotions related to what I’m missing.” Sen’s eyes became distant, and she flexed her fingers. “Other than you, there’s not much positive. Ifrit feels more like a missing limb or a security blanket. But Fei? Anything else I think about? I don’t feel that I need my missing memories to be happy.”

Nathan scratched his head. Could he disagree with her? He wanted to. Everything about this situation troubled him.

“I want to move forward, Nathan,” Sen said. “Can we leave it at that?”

He sighed. “Okay. Like I said, it’s your choice.”

“Good.” Sen smirked. “You know, I get the feeling you need this sort of push often. A reminder to go with the flow, or to get back on track. Did I badger you like this before?”

“Not really. You were more timid,” Nathan said, then frowned. “You used Ifrit as an excuse to voice your opinions earlier.”

“Ah. Well then, this should be fun for both of us.” Her eyes glimmered, and she bounced away to her designated spot in the magic circles. “If you overthink things, I’ll bop you on the head. Fair?”

“I don’t know if I agree to that,” Nathan replied slowly.

“Too bad.” Her hand glowed, and she did a slapping motion in the air.

A small force struck Nathan upside the head, just strong enough to irritate him. He glared at Sen. She giggled and said nothing.

“Let’s get this show on the road,” Nathan mumbled, and made the final preparations for the summoning.

Minutes passed as Nathan slowly poured magic into the summoning circle. The salt glowed, then smoldered. A thin barrier of smoke rose from the salt. Nathan smelled nothing, but the air felt charged with magic. An overbearing presence appeared to enter the room. As if the air itself was expanding and pushing against his body.

The salt burst into flames, and the haze from the smoke and heat became thick enough to be a shield between Nathan and whatever was in the circle.

That was the sign Nathan had been waiting for. He stopped pushing power into the outer circle and instead activated the inner circle. The candles flickered for a moment, then burst into meter high torches. Smoke as black as soot pumped into the inner circle. An invisible barrier kept the smoke within the chalk summoning circle. The smoke spiraled together and congealed as it rose to the ceiling. A form slowly emerged from within the dark haze.

Nathan licked his lips. All summoning rituals came with some risk, but an ifrit was a tremendously powerful being.

Summoning rituals tended to be similar in process. The summoner opens a bridge to the spirit world, using himself as an anchor and magical power as construction materials. That was it. Everything else was about controlling the bridge: where does it go; who can use it; how big is it?

Most importantly, the ritual circles also prevented the summoned spirit from escaping the circle once summoned. While a djinni—a race of spirits that ifrits were part of—couldn’t exist in Doumahr long without a host, there was nothing to stop the ifrit from forcibly seizing a host. A mistake in this ritual could be more devastating than the coming demonic assault.

Hence why Nathan used two circles. The inner circle was the bridge. The outer circle attempted to constrain the ifrit once summoned.

Two burly arms emerged from the smoke, each covered in ruby red scales the size of Nathan’s head. The ifrit’s skin was craggy, like the side of a mountain, and thin glowing cracks ran across it like magma veins. A demonic head emerged, its maw dripping with liquid fire that spread embers across the room. Two horns as long as Sen jutted upward, and glowing red veins could be seen within them.

The smoke sank to the ground and swirled around the base of the ifrit. The spirit hovered in the air of the room, its horns nearly scraping the room’s ceiling. Size-wise, the ifrit stood easily twice Nathan’s height. But this wasn’t its full height. The ifrit had legs that were hidden within the smoke.

Presumably the ifrit had determined that it couldn’t fit inside the room at full height, and had compromised by only showing its upper half. Not that it needed the bottom half to be intimidating.

“Foolish mortals, you dare to summon the great Ifrit?” the ifrit boomed. “I have no time for the petty trials and tribulations you waste your fleeting lives on. Tell me your purpose here, and I will deign to consider your proposals.”

Sen stared up at Ifrit. Her body shook as she tried to meet his fiery gaze. Ifrit’s eyes were like pits into Hell, and his presence overtook the room.

Moments passed. Ifrit hovered, still silent, and flexed his claws. Sen gulped and looked at Nathan for help.

“Can we skip past the melodrama?” Nathan asked, desperately trying to keep his tone light despite his inner worries. “We all know why you’re here, and what we want. It’s not like you have anywhere better to be.”

Sen’s eyes transformed into dinner plates. Ifrit turned his head and glared at Nathan, his eyes narrowing.

“Must you ruin one of my few guilty pleasures?” Ifrit said, crossing his arms. They were thick enough to imitate tree trunks. “The summoning is an important moment for me to impress upon people my power.”

“Sure, but we kind of already know about your power. I wouldn’t have summoned you if I didn’t,” Nathan said.

“You’re not one for parties, are you?” Ifrit asked. The booming timbre of his voice had settled and now made him sound like a grumbling old man. “I’ve half a mind to leave and make you respect the next djinni you summon.”

“Really? Leave, go back, and do what? Play cards for the next several decades in the spirit world?” Nathan taunted.

“I have some wonderful friends. It’s not so bad.”

“Excuse me, but what the hell?” Sen burst out.

Nathan and Ifrit looked back at Sen. Sensing a chance to regain his earlier momentum, Ifrit let out a deep cough.

“Well, little mortal, have you dwelt upon your innermost desires and come to your conclusion? For what purpose have you summoned me?” Ifrit said.

Sen stared at him. Her eyes narrowed. “This is just theater, isn’t it? You talked like a normal person to Nathan, but now you sound like somebody from a folk tale. Do you think this is funny?”

“No, I feel that it’s fun,” Ifrit replied. He sighed and stared at the ceiling for several seconds. “Very well, if you prefer it, I shall get to the point. Why do you want my power, human?”

“Well, I want to fight for Nathan and—”

“Your Bastion may want you to fight for him, but is that what you truly want?” Ifrit’s gaze bore down on Sen. She shrunk in on herself and looked to Nathan for support.

In response, Ifrit flung a claw out toward Nathan. “Do not intervene, Bastion. I will hear her answer. You Bastions are predictable. I don’t need to hear your reasons. Only hers.”

Sen swallowed, closed her eyes, and fell silent for nearly a minute. When she opened her eyes, they were filled with the determination that Nathan expected to see from her, even if she had always been too scared in his timeline to show it so openly.

“What I told you is exactly what I want,” Sen repeated.

“Why?” Ifrit asked.

“Because I want to support him. He supports me right now, even though my power as a spellblade is too weak to compare to his Champions. And I can’t become a Champion easily. I’m already talented at fire element sorcery. With you, I can become a worthy partner of Nathan’s,” Sen said.

Ifrit considered Sen silently. After several seconds, he turned to face Nathan.

“You are the summoner here. Have you explained the risks?” Ifrit asked.

“I have,” he said. “In detail.”

“And you still allow her to do this?” Ifrit’s voice hadn’t changed, but Nathan knew he was being judged.

Before Nathan could answer, Sen cut in.

“It’s my decision,” Sen said. “The effects on my body, the restraints on my sorcery, the unaging, the need to live with you in my mind at all times. It’s my choice. Not yours. Not Nathan’s.”

Ifrit chuckled. “Not my choice? You realize I’m going to be bound to you until your demise, yes?”

“And what else will you do?” Sen smirked. “Go back to the spirit world and play cards for the next several decades? This is my choice. Deal with it.”

Letting out a sigh, Ifrit turned fully toward Nathan. “She’s a willful one. It’s rare for me to possess somebody with such mental fortitude.”

Nathan wasn’t sure how to feel about that statement.

“So you accept?” Sen asked, her voice raising in pitch.

“I thought you said it was your choice?” Ifrit replied, amused. “But I have one final question before I agree to the possession. You may feel that I will agree no matter your answer, but this ritual is an odd one.”

The spirit leaned toward Nathan, until his demonic visage hung only an arm’s breadth away. The heat let off by Ifrit spilled across the summoning circle. Nathan broke out in a sweat. The barrier was supposed to keep Ifrit in. If his natural heat broke through, what else could?

“Tell me, how and why did you summon me, specifically?” Ifrit asked. “I can recall all circumstances relative to which I have given out my true name, and I do not believe you could know it.”

Nathan gulped. Ifrit had asked the one question he’d hoped to avoid until after the possession, but he’d known it was highly likely to come up.

Ifrit’s name was not “Ifrit.” All spirits possess a true name, which they do not give out lightly. A sorcerer can use a true name to directly call upon a spirit, and the spirit must respond to their true name. The spirit can refuse any requests made, but they must always respond to a summons, and often the mere knowledge of their true name implies a level of trust.

Knowing Ifrit’s true name had allowed Nathan to summon the specific ifrit that Sen had been possessed by in Nathan’s timeline. Nathan trusted Ifrit. But he shouldn’t know his true name. Ifrit had given it to him as a gesture of faith, to be used should the worst occur and Nathan need to summon another ifrit again.

Without those memories, it was natural for Ifrit to be curious, and perhaps even upset.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan decided upon the only answer he felt he could give. Ifrit would possess Sen shortly regardless, and have his own answer.

“You may not recall the circumstances, and you may not think I can know your true name, but I remember,” Nathan said, matching Ifrit’s terrifying gaze. “We’ve met before.”

Nothing more needed to be said. Even if Nathan tried to explain, the simple fact he knew Ifrit’s name was proof that Ifrit had trusted him. Spirits were immortal. Not even a binding stone could slay them. No spirit could have their true name forced from them.

Ifrit stood still for close to a minute. Nathan continued to sweat.

Eventually, Ifrit said, “I see.”

Nathan blinked. “You do?”

Straightening up, Ifrit gave Nathan a sidelong glance. “I have existed since time immemorial. While I may not recall the birth of this world, I have knowledge of mysteries and wonders that nobody else has. You are a Bastion. I know your magic well, and the things it can do.”

He did? Nathan never recalled Ifrit sharing this kind of information.

“I don’t remember any spirits ever speaking of binding stones,” Nathan said.

“Because it would be dangerous to do so. You have sworn an oath to protect such knowledge, have you not?” Ifrit held a claw to his mouth, as if to symbolize silence. “I may not believe in the divinity of your goddess, but I know her power.”

With that, Ifrit fell silent. Nathan took that as a sign that he had said enough.

“Then you are satisfied?” Nathan asked.

“I am. This will prove entertaining,” Ifrit said.

That was the go-ahead to complete the ritual. Unlike the summoning itself, finalizing the possession was simple.

Sen brushed aside some of the salt separating her from Ifrit. The wall of smoke that protected her from Ifrit vanished into nothingness, and she stood face-to-face with the spirit.

Ifrit placed the tip of one of his claws against Sen’s head. At that moment, Nathan activated the summoning circle again. The room flashed. Smoke churned about the room, thick, black, and acrid. The protective barrier of the summoning circle shattered, and Nathan instinctively reached for the power of the binding stone.

No need, he realized as the smoke cleared within moments. Sen stood alone, unharmed.

But she was possessed.

Her green eyes had turned red. A single, thick lock of her hair had turned white. No other visible changes had taken place, but Nathan could feel her presence in a way he couldn’t earlier. She felt like Ifrit to his senses, an explosively powerful presence that drowned out almost everything else near it. Over the next minute, Ifrit’s presence faded, as his power wasn’t being actively used.

Sen met his eyes and smiled. Nathan smiled back. She was still herself.

Then Sen tilted her head and wandered over to the chalk summoning circle. She inspected the circle, mouthing things he couldn’t make out.

“Huh. You really did write his name down here,” Sen said. “That’s a little rude. Although I don’t have the slightest clue what it means. And Ifrit won’t tell me. I get the feeling he was always like this.” She scowled. “Goddess, no wonder the two of you get along fine. He’s as secretive an old bastard as you are.”

“Hey!” Nathan said.

“You’re my secretive old bastard, if that helps.” Sen winked and caught Nathan in a hug. She froze. “Oh. That’s super awkward.”

“What?”

“Ifrit reading my emotions. I kind of underestimated what it meant to let another being take up residence in my mind.” She shrugged. “At least he pays rent. And I know why I felt like I’ve been missing a limb. If he’s this pervasive, then no wonder I feel like I need him.”

Nathan ruffled her hair, finding her annoyance cute. He pulled his hand back when he felt his palm begin to heat up.

“Why don’t we take you somewhere else to exercise your new power?” Nathan proposed. “Like outside. Before you try to light me on fire.”

“Why would I ever do that?” Sen asked, her smile too wide to be genuine.

After quickly cleaning up the summoning circles, and making sure to obliterate Ifrit’s name from the floor, the two of them ventured out to the outer wall of the fortress.

A large clearing lay to the south, away from the road and free of the forest surrounding it. Nathan suspected this area had been populated by the Empire at some point relatively recently. Or else the trees would have grown over the land by now.

“What spells do you know?” Nathan asked.

“Um. Not many?” Sen shrugged. “Fourth rank spells only. I know the one sixth rank spell, but only because it’s super famous.”

“It’s the inferno tornado, isn’t it?” Nathan asked.

Sen nodded sheepishly. The inferno tornado was renowned as the spell of choice by the Bastion who founded the Kingdom of Falmir, back when they had split from the collapsing Anfang Empire. Many sorcerers learned the spell merely because of its historical significance.

Also because creating a tornado made of fire was awesome. The nature of the spell meant you didn’t even need the wind element, although very talented sorcerers combined the two elements anyway.

“Well, don’t use that one,” Nathan said. “I don’t want to waste power from the binding stone to put out the forest fire you’ll start.”

Sen clicked her tongue and leaned against the crenellations of the wall. “So, what? I use fourth rank spells against Champions?”

“Don’t dismiss fourth rank spells,” Nathan warned. “Despite the name, lower rank spells will be your bread and butter for a while.”

“What about second rank? Nobody seems to use them.”

Nathan held up a hand, and a blue line appeared between his fingers. “First and second rank spells are largely indistinguishable, save for the magic power in them. Common magic users rely on them, but actual sorcerers never go lower than third rank. Unless you’re in a pinch and need to brute force something.”

“Okay, but Sunstorm seemed immune to third rank spells. What about fourth rank?” Sen pressed.

“That’s where things get complicated.” Nathan summoned a triangle over his palm. “Third rank spells are usually powerful enough, and far more flexible than higher rank spells. You can cast several at once”—a triangle appeared over each finger in his hand—“or supercharge the spell so that it’s effectively one rank higher.” The triangles vanished, and one appeared on either side of Nathan’s hand.

“And that works against Champions?” Sen asked skeptically.

“Yes. You’ll also have Ifrit’s power to increase your spell effectiveness.” Nathan lowered his hand and the triangles vanished. “The rule of thumb is to use fourth rank on Champions; fifth rank on duogems; and sixth rank on trigems. Some trigems will need higher ranks, though. The innate magic resistance of a Champion is one thing, but some gems can make a Champion immune to spells that aren’t strong enough.”

Sen grimaced. “Trigems? You really think we’re going to fight one soon?”

“No. But a duogem? Maybe. And planning around gem abilities is always smart. Any Champion with a sapphire is likely to have increased magic resistance.”

Nathan pointed at the clearing. “Now, test out Ifrit’s power.”

“Are you sure I can’t use the inferno tornado?” Sen asked.

“Don’t even think about it,” Nathan said.

Sen winced and rubbed at one of her ears. “You and Ifrit said the same thing at the same time.” She smirked at Nathan and left her remaining thoughts unvoiced. He knew what she was going to say anyway.

Pointing at the clearing, Nathan waited for Sen to obey. She straightened up, held both hands out, and summoned a pair of red squares into her hands.

Moments later, the clearing exploded. A spiral of flames gushed into the air. When the smoke and dust cleared, a blackened crater had replaced the clearing.

“Oh,” Sen said. “Okay, that’s way more powerful than what I could do before. I can only imagine how powerful my tornado is.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Nathan warned. “Casting higher rank spells and supercharging takes longer. In battle—”

“Seconds kill,” Sen said. “Ifrit’s lecturing me about my focus and how long I take to cast spells. Urgh. Getting used to this will take a while.” She blinked, then gave Nathan a sidelong look. “Nathan, can I ask you a question? Ifrit’s refusing to answer.”

That didn’t bode well.

Despite his misgivings, Nathan said, “Sure.”

“How does this work when we have sex?” Sen asked. “Does Ifrit feel you inside me as well? Does that mean you’re technically having sex with Ifrit as well?”

Nathan stared at Sen. Then he placed his palm over his face and groaned.

All of his worries had been for nothing. The possession hadn’t changed Sen one bit.


Chapter 21




Afew days later, Nathan found himself helping Fei to prepare for her gemming ceremony.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

Fei moaned and mewled in his lap. He moved the comb slowly, gently, and deliberately so as to not hurt her. Her body quivered against him. Her tail continued to move despite his persistent reminders to Fei that she had to stay still.

The scent in the air was the least arousing thing about the situation, and it was pure arousal. Fei wore only her underwear, as she always did when getting her tail and ears groomed. Her nearly naked body rubbed up against Nathan’s. She definitely felt his erection.

In his old timeline, the next step when Fei got this aroused would involve no clothing. This Fei didn’t seem to pay much attention to Nathan’s arousal.

If she did, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Not that he wanted to. Fei had been his lover in his timeline, and he planned to take her when she was ready.

“How are you so good at this?” she gasped out after he finished. During the grooming session, forming actual words was impossible for her.

She continued to lie across his lap, curled up tightly against him. Her newly fluffed tail tickled Nathan’s nose as it swished back and forth.

Holding back was hard for Nathan. Fei pressed her bare stomach against his crotch. But she didn’t react or comment on it. Until she showed open interest in him sexually, he’d hold back. Let her go at her own pace, he told himself.

He really hoped that her pace moved as fast as the rest of her.

“I’ve had some practice,” Nathan said, blowing off her question again.

Fei looked up at him, her eyes glazed over and fluffy ears twitching curiously. “Did you have another beastkin that you groomed before me?”

Ruffling her hair, Nathan initially didn’t answer. But Fei continued to stare at him, her gaze growing clearer and more penetrating. The movements of her tail slowed until only the tip swayed back and forth beneath his chin.

“You don’t have any competition, Fei,” Nathan said eventually. “You’re the only beastkin in my life right now.”

Her ears perked up, and her tail resumed its usual movements. But her expression darkened, and she laid her head on the bed.

“I’m not so sure that means I don’t have competition, Nathan,” Fei complained.

“What do you mean by that?” Nathan asked, although he had a strong suspicion as to who she was referring to.

Fei sat up. She gave Nathan a sidelong glance, as if to ask him “are you serious?” Then she straightened up in his lap and faced him. Her face sat only inches away from his chest, and he was reminded of her petite stature.

If he leaned forward, he could easily sweep her up in a kiss. Her legs rubbed against his hips as she curled them around his back. Her crotch rubbed against his, and he really questioned if she was acting innocently. He held in a groan as she pressed herself against him and tucked her head beneath his neck. Her cat ears flicked at his chin.

That was it, he decided.

A knock sounded at the door.

“Nathan, are you ready? Fei’s not in her room, so I’m guessing she went ahead,” Vera said.

Fei sprung to her feet, eyes wide. “Oh no! I forgot that I need to get all dressed up.”

The beastkin shot around the room and gathered up her uniform and armor. Nathan had gone ahead and brought her things here while she showered earlier.

“You’re taking this too seriously,” Nathan said.

Fei stuck her tongue out at him. Or maybe she stuck it out because she was struggling to slip into her breastplate. He walked up behind her and helped her do up the clasps and tighten it around her hefty bust.

Vera knocked again, then opened the door. She blinked at the sight of Nathan helping Fei into her uniform.

“We’re almost ready,” Fei said, face red.

Vera sniffed the air, then turned her head to the side. “I’ll wait outside.”

The door closed. Fei turned her head, then sniffed the air. After several attempts, she appeared to find the smell she was looking for. Her face lit up.

Then she glared at Nathan and let out a pout.

“You can smell me, can’t you?” Fei demanded to know.

“It’s hard not to. You do this every grooming session,” Nathan said.

She blinked. “Wow. So I should shower after grooming?”

“What would be the point of grooming you if you immediately mess up your tail again?” Nathan sighed. “Let’s get you changed, then we’ll head out and begin the gemming ceremony.”

Fei remained in a sour mood until they left Nathan’s bedroom and scowled at Vera when she stepped outside.

“Interrupted something, did I?” Vera asked, a smirk on her lips.

Fei didn’t answer. She strode ahead of Nathan and Vera.

After a couple of corridors, the beastkin fell back into step with Nathan. Vera exchanged glances with him. The three of them walked together for some time in silence.

“Um, are you sure this will work?” Fei asked, her eyes flicking between the floor and Nathan.

“No gemming ceremony is ever guaranteed to succeed,” Nathan said. Fei’s ears flattened against her head.

He continued, “But I think you are ready. You’ve acclimated to the power of the binding stone extremely fast. Plus, the first gem is always the easiest one. A well-trained Champion can often be gemmed within their first few months.”

“You talk as if you’ve done it,” Vera said.

“If we’re going to be sent off on our own, we need to know what we’re going to do,” Nathan responded.

Truthfully, he really shouldn’t know this. At least, not in the Empire.

In his homeland of Falmir, Bastions went through an apprenticeship for a few years before being posted independently. The Empire eschewed this system and preferred to use its vaunted academies to train both Bastions and Champions.

The upside of the academies was that they could quickly assess and train a large number of candidates in a relatively standardized way. The Empire had the largest proportion of beastkin Champions for this reason, as most nations didn’t have the infrastructure to train them from nothing.

The downside was that Bastions gained little hands-on experience during their training. In Nathan’s implanted memories, he recalled a few brief postings with Bastions and some excursions, but little else. By contrast, he gained a wealth of experience during his apprenticeship in his original timeline in the Kingdom of Falmir.

Because of this, this posting would normally be death for a new Bastion. An enemy nation actively attempting to start a war and unleash a demonic invasion? It was a difficult situation for somebody with experience, let alone for a greenhorn. Fortunately, Nathan had a lot up his sleeve.

The keep’s rear courtyard welcomed the trio. Nathan led them to an enclosed spot. Herbs cascaded down from planters and vines twisted along trellises. The cooks used this little patch to help feed the keep.

“Any reason we’re getting in touch with nature?” Vera asked.

“This isn’t what I’d call nature,” Nathan said. “And no. Having more room for Fei to move is good, however.”

He pulled a pouch from his pocket and pulled the gemstones from it. Fei licked her lips when she saw the three glittering rocks.

“I get to choose?” she asked hesitantly.

“Along with your final enhancement,” Nathan confirmed. “Whatever you decide on now, you will be stuck with for the rest of your life. There is no going back after this point. As part of this ceremony, I will implant the gem into your collarbone and its magic will run through your body forever.”

Fei nodded. “I’m ready. Um, which should I pick? I know you went for the amethyst first.” She gave him an odd look.

“That would have been my first choice if you had your original speed enhancement,” Nathan explained. “Amethysts provide their Champions with greatly enhanced strength, martial ability, and raw power. You would be able to move like the wind and cut through a mountain.”

Fei’s eyes widened. Her fingers twitched. Was she thinking about Tarako again, the nine-tailed fox who could slash nine times at once?

“And the others?” Fei asked quietly.

“Diamonds are flexible. However you want to boost your physical abilities, a diamond can do it. That’s why they’re the most common gem for physical fighters.”

“Common,” Fei repeated. She sounded disappointed.

“Because a diamond can do anything. You can make yourself strong enough to slice through an inch of enchanted steel with your first gem; immune to pain with your second gem; and gain the ability to sweep aside entire companies of soldiers with your third,” Nathan explained.

He left out that the diamond was the “jack of all trades, master of none” gem. It did anything almost any physically focused gem did, but slightly worse. An amethyst hit harder; a sapphire provided more powerful abilities; a topaz broke the sound barrier. But a diamond could do all of those things.

The exception was durability. The defensive abilities of diamonds were second-to-none. Immunity to pain. Resilience to powerful blows. Barrier projection for the Champion and their allies. Removal of the need to eat or sleep.

Nathan doubted that Fei was interested in durability, however.

“But lots of Champions have diamonds, don’t they?” Fei asked.

Vera interrupted, “I don’t think you should pick your gem based on what others are using. Shouldn’t it be about what you want and what suits you best?”

Fei nodded slowly, but her tail stopped moving and she twisted her hands together.

Had she always been so sensitive about this sort of thing, Nathan wondered.

“There’s also the sapphire,” Nathan said. Fei’s ears pricked up. “Although it’s typically used for spellblade Champions and a certain type of sorcerer, there’s nothing to say that you can’t use it.”

“Um, but I can’t use sorcery? Or any magic at all,” Fei said.

“The gem will take care of that.” Nathan waved off her concern. “Sapphires are entirely concerned about gem abilities. That is, granting you magical abilities on top of what you can already do. Common examples for physical fighters are to wreath their sword in flames; to become immune to or even counter weaker magic; or even short-range instant teleportation.”

Fei’s eyes widened. “Eh? I could do that sort of thing?”

“The cost is that sapphires don’t increase your physical abilities directly. Amethysts and diamonds strengthen your body, on top of your enhancement. But gem abilities have to be activated and used. And they also drain your gem’s power reserves faster. That Federation Champion was probably running low when she ran away.”

“Oh. Is that why she appeared weaker than I thought?” Fei bit her lip. “So she could control shadows, but wasn’t as physically powerful?”

“That’s right. An onyx is an odd gem choice for a Champion. Better suited for an assassin than a front-line fighter.” Nathan saw Fei’s concern growing and added, “But a sapphire is different. Think of it as a way to become a spellblade, without learning sorcery.”

Fei nodded, but remained silent. She stared at the three gemstones in Nathan’s hand. Her full attention was on them.

“If only I could test out one gem and change later,” Fei muttered.

“Unfortunately, there’s no known way to do that,” Nathan said. And no way was ever discovered in the future. “I’ll leave the three gems here. Maybe you’ll feel something from them.”

“I haven’t over the past few days,” Fei said.

“Well, maybe today is different.”

Not that Nathan believed in that. He had always suspected that the idea of Champions “feeling” their future through a gemstone was because their Bastion rigged the gem to react to their touch and trick them. None of his Champions had ever responded to them.

After placing the gems on a nearby table, Nathan took a short walk with Vera.

“Have you activated your gateway yet?” he asked.

“Leopold said he’d send me the catalysts, but they haven’t arrived yet,” Vera said. “Not that I know where I’ll connect it to. You’re rather close to my tower, and I don’t know if Bastion Leopold’s fortresses will be able to send reinforcements.”

“Better to be connected to something rather than nothing,” Nathan said. Vera nodded.

“Are you sure you should leave her to decide by herself?” Vera asked, changing the subject.

“It’s her future, and she knows her abilities as well as anyone,” Nathan said.

“Maybe.” She sounded doubtful. “But you’re her Bastion. She looks to you for guidance. Even the slightest nudge toward the amethyst and she’ll take it. Don’t pretend you don’t want her to take it.”

Honestly, Nathan wanted her to choose the amethyst and to change her enhancement back to the speed one. But he couldn’t explain why.

He knew that Fei made for an amazing Champion with amethysts. But she had clearly performed better with her current enhancement. Shouldn’t that prove that he needs to push her down an alternative path? Was he blinded by his knowledge of the future?

Nathan held no knowledge about the path not taken by Fei. Would she turn out stronger with a new gem? Or would this be a horrible mistake?

If he hadn’t seen Sen’s personality shift in this new timeline, he wouldn’t hesitate to push the amethyst on Fei. But Sen’s changes showed that whatever was happening was for the better. She exuded a level of confidence that Nathan found delightful, and her sorcery improved at a rapid pace.

Maybe Fei could choose a different path as well, and things would be fine. Sen was doing well. Maybe Fei would as well.

“I don’t know,” Nathan admitted. “Based purely on what I know about her past, I wanted the amethyst. But Champions change as they gain experience. I wouldn’t push her into picking her gem this fast if a demonic invasion weren’t on the horizon.”

“She’ll grow into it, won’t she?”

“Sure, but what other futures am I closing off?” Nathan shook his head. “I’m beginning to realize that the world is far more complex than I’ve given credit for. There’s no singular path in life. No predestined future set out by the goddess.”

Vera’s eyebrows shot up. “Those are bold words for a Bastion.”

“Borderline heresy, I know.” Nathan chuckled darkly. “But if the goddess didn’t want us to protect the world ourselves and find our own path, would she have left us alone here?”

Vera remained silent. She walked with Nathan for a time.

“Maybe,” she said. “But what if you know what your future should be? Or what somebody else’s future should be? Is it right to deny it, because of your feelings about what is the right thing, or allowing choice? What if everybody ends up on the wrong path because of that?”

Nathan’s mind whirred. He considered her words.

“Are there wrong paths?” Nathan answered. He shook his head. He knew of at least one. “I don’t know. I have a future that I’m working toward. I don’t need everybody to be part of that, and they’re free to do whatever they want. Right and wrong don’t enter into it.”

“Hmm. So you’d trample over somebody else’s future in order to preserve your own?” Vera asked.

“I’m a Bastion. That’s my entire duty in life,” Nathan said wryly. “The Federation wants to take land from the Empire, and I’m here to stop them. The demons want… something. I’m stopping them. I kill bandits and enemy Champions. My job is not a nice one.”

“You sound more confused than I am,” Vera muttered.

Nathan laughed. Long and hard.

How long had it been since he laughed like this, he wondered.

Vera looked at him oddly, as did several of the nearby guards.

“Sorry, but you’re right. Can you blame me? My life has changed a lot recently,” he said, wiping tears from his eyes.

“I suppose.” She sighed. “You lost everything before you came here, didn’t you? Effectively a count, denied your inheritance by your father despite being the rightful heir, and now a Bastion. I can see where you’re coming from.”

The two of them returned to the small garden where Fei stood with a single gem in her hand.

It glittered bright blue in the sun. A sapphire.

“You’ve decided?” Nathan asked, just to be sure.

“I have.”

“May I ask how?”

Fei nodded. “I don’t just want to be strong, or fast, or tough. I want to be an amazing warrior who can defeat her enemies no matter what they’re like. You’ve been so amazing in battle with your sorcery, Nathan. How could I not want to have even a sliver of that? And when I get three gems, I’ll be able to show you things beyond your wildest dreams.” She grinned broadly, showing her fangs.

Holding in a grimace, Nathan nodded. He didn’t know how to feel.

“I’ll read your mind during the ritual to determine the ability you gain from the gem,” he explained. “For later gems, you’ll be able to choose, but we don’t know how your body will react. So concentrate on the sort of ability you want, and that can help guide me and the binding stone’s power.”

Her tail swished violently behind her, and Fei nodded several times. Nathan ruffled her hair and heard her giggle when he brushed the inside of her ears.

When she calmed down, he placed the sapphire against her collarbone. It didn’t sink in. Fei gasped as the stone touched her skin. A small slit had been cut into her uniform and armor to make way for the gem.

Nathan reached into his mind and channeled the binding stone. He began the ritual. The sapphire exploded in brilliant, bright blue light, nearly blinding Nathan. Slowly, it sank into Fei’s chest. She let out rasping gasps, but remained still.

The process was very painful. Other Champions compared it to being stabbed very slowly.

Eventually, the blue stone sat flush with Fei’s collarbone and skin. Her eyes were wide, and almost entirely white. She stared into nothing, and he braced her with his free arm. She looked up at him and nodded.

Diving into her mind, he found it as welcoming as usual. If a little panicked. He took it slow, allowing her to calm down. Eventually he found her core. A satellite of power hung around it, and Nathan felt the tether from it to the binding stone. She was connected to the binding stone, and from it to him.

She was his. The Champion to Bastion connection was now permanent, until death parted them. At any moment, he could feel her life and mind. Understand her state of being. He’d never learned how, but supposedly some Bastions could read the minds and emotions of their Champions. The proof of this was in what he was about to do.

For now, he had a job to do. He reached out for the satellite of power that the gem had installed into her mind. The moment he touched it, Fei’s emotions and desires poured into him. His mind instinctively filtered out those not related to the gem.

Although he noted some from earlier that were distinctly related to him and the things she wanted to do to him.

He now knew that she was very, very interested in him. Damn.

Ignoring that, he tuned the sapphire. What felt like hours passed. Fei’s desire nudged at him, as did the reaction of her mind when he changed it in certain ways.

The first gemming ceremony was always the hardest. The binding stone was implanting its power into the Champion. It needed to take root, and if the wrong gem was selected or the wrong ability tuned to the Champion, then the ceremony would fail.

Nathan knew how to abort a failed ceremony, but the results could be catastrophic. Champions died from failed ceremonies, their minds turning to mush. Even successful ceremonies had dire consequences due to poor tuning. Nathan had met his fair share of Champions who obeyed their Bastions like slaves, and who were incapable of ever becoming duogem Champions or even using their single gem properly.

Most nations stripped Bastions of their position for a failed ceremony, or for “successful” ceremonies that damaged the Champion’s mind. Those rules had changed after the war had begun, but the Empire currently stuck to them. Not that Nathan had any intention of ever doing this to any Champion.

Finally, he pulled away from Fei’s mind. Her thoughts poured over him, and she seemed fine.

Nathan looked down at her in reality. She looked exhausted. Only minutes had passed. The sapphire shined from its place in her chest. She smiled at him.

“So what can I do?” she asked.

“Let’s go over that another day,” Nathan said. He ruffled her hair. “For now, you need some rest.”

“Can you groom me again?” she asked dreamily. Her head leaned against his chest.

Those desires from earlier washed over him. He cleared his throat, looked away, and then said, “Of course.”

He carried her back to her room, and she dozed. Vera accompanied them, looking thoughtful.

“I told you there wasn’t much to see,” Nathan told Vera.

“Maybe. But it still satisfied my curiosity,” she said.

He shrugged and let her wander off. Vera was due to return to her tower within the next few days. Letting her see a gemming ceremony wasn’t a big deal, given how little there was to see. Everything took place in the mental world.

Fei still seemed clean, so Nathan stripped her down and groomed her. She giggled at his touch, and the room filled with her scent as usual.

“Fei,” he said. His hand slipped along her taut ass.

She let out a sigh and looked up at him. Her face exuded ecstasy.

His hand drifted lower. Her tongue slipped out of her mouth, and she moaned.

Then her hand gripped his.

“No, not yet,” she mumbled.

“We both know you want this,” he said.

“I do,” she said. “But there’s something I want to do first.”

“Which is?” he asked.

She smiled. Her body shifted until she sat up in his lap, her mouth next to his ear. He could feel her body pressing against his.

She whispered, “In this next battle, I’ll prove that I’m worthy of being your mate.”


Chapter 22




The sky in the portal turned black the night of the invasion. Scouts reported back within minutes, their shouting echoing throughout the walls of the keep.

Nathan stirred. The noises from outside of his room boded poorly. His head lifted from the pillow, and he stared into the darkness of his room while he waited for his eyes to adjust. Sen moaned below him. She turned in her sleep and rubbed against his naked chest.

The door nearly blew open when Fei knocked on it. Nathan saw its hinges visibly move.

“Nathan!” Fei shouted. “Wake up, something’s wrong with the portal.”

She pushed the door open and Nathan received a reminder of why locking his door was pointless. Fei’s inhuman strength didn’t give a damn about how good the steel was or how complex a lock the door had. She pushed the door and it opened. A shame about the frame.

“Nathan!” she shouted again. Then she pouted when she saw him in bed with Sen.

“I’m awake,” Nathan said.

“So am I,” Sen said. “Goddess, Fei, are you trying to wake the dead?”

Fei didn’t say anything, instead choosing to glare at Sen. The beastkin took several seconds to regain her composure and flick on the lights. By which point, both Sen and Nathan were up and getting changed.

“The sky in the portal went dark,” Fei explained.

Nathan clicked his tongue. “That means the demons are about to invade through the portal. Gather all the soldiers and officers, Fei. And tell Kuda to send a message to Vera. Maybe she’s set up her gateway and can bring reinforcements from Leopold.”

Fei obediently ducked off. Sen returned to her room to finish getting ready once she slipped some clothes on. Unwilling to waste time freshening up, Nathan threw on his uniform and rushed to the portal.

The doors were wide open. A dozen soldiers guarded them on this side. They saluted Nathan when he approached and allowed him in. Returning the salute, he entered the portal.

Nathan had been busy preparing for the invasion since Leopold’s visit. The portal was no longer a barren wasteland.

Immediately on the other side, a half-dozen automaton hoplites reacted to Nathan’s entry. They recognized their creator and deactivated again, lowering their spears. A palisade wall surrounded this side of the gate. Bulky machines sat atop the wall, pointing outward. Small ballista bolts—each about the length of Nathan’s leg—bristled from the machines. Dozens more bolts hid within the machines.

These were repeater ballistae powered by the binding stone, each capable of firing a bolt every few seconds. They operated automatically. Even their ammunition was replenished by the binding stone.

The interior gate opened, and Nathan walked through. Over a hundred soldiers milled about here. Another palisade lay farther down the valley and blocked off further descent toward the portal itself. More automaton hoplites stood guard near the wall, and more ballistae defended the wall. Soldiers attended to a few catapults, each of which had automatically refilling ammunition stockpiles.

Looking up, Nathan confirmed that the sky was now pitch black. Below him, the light creeping out from the cracks in the ground had turned a bright white.

Portals didn’t always show physical changes such as this before an invasion, but they were a clear sign of overflowing demonic energy. This world was being changed by the energy building up within it. Once they suppressed the invasion, the sky would become red again and the light from the cracks would return to normal.

Nathan considered himself lucky that his first invasion came with such obvious warning signs. While he could read the level of demonic energy flowing from the portal, at best he could only guesstimate when the invasion would happen. The monitoring devices that made accurate observation possible were yet to be invented and Nathan didn’t understand them well enough to recreate them. He was a Bastion, not a magical scientist or inventor.

Nobody stood atop the outer palisade. Nathan looked down the valley from the central gatehouse, which was the highest point of the wall. Behind him were his soldiers and summons. Ditches, low-standing wooden barricades, and barbed stakes lined the descent to the bottom of the clearing.

Down there was the beginning of the demonic invasion. Dozens of demons crowded around the craggy rocks near the portal. Every minute or so, another would slowly fade into existence. At first each demon appeared colorless and fuzzy, but they regained their form over the course of ten seconds or so. They would look at their bestial hands and arms, feel their face and body. Then they would pull a weapon of some form out of thin air and join their brethren.

“Shouldn’t we be clearing them out?” Sen asked. She wandered up next to him.

“Ordinarily, yes. But I don’t know when the portal will tear itself open. If one of us is down there when it happens, we’d be overwhelmed in seconds.” Nathan shook his head. “A hundred demons or so is nothing compared to what will come.”

“You’re really boosting my morale,” Sen remarked.

She had adjusted her uniform since joining him. In place of the cloak and rough bandit armor was a black and silver Champion’s uniform and a red coat that fell to her thighs. Her breastplate gleamed and stuck out noticeably less than Fei’s. A thin strip of tanned skin peeked out at him between her leather skirt and armored greaves.

When he didn’t respond to her, Sen made another remark, “I expected there to be bigger walls here. And more summons. Kind of surprised how lightly you’re taking this.”

“I’m not taking it lightly.” Nathan pointed to the sky. “In case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t our world. Building anything in here requires a lot more power from the binding stone. Given I don’t know how big the invasion will be, I need to keep a stock of power in reserve for my sorcery.” He shrugged. “Besides, unless I build the walls large enough, the demons will jump right over them.”

“Oh. So how do we fight them?”

“To make it clear, we fight them.” Nathan gestured to the two of them and grimaced at the soldiers massing below them.

“… they’ll die if they fight the demons, won’t they?” Sen asked, staring out at Anna’s soldiers.

“In droves. They don’t have the training or equipment. With enough time I’ll turn them into knights capable of going toe-to-toe with demons, but for the most part it’s smarter to use summons,” Nathan explained.

Sen watched the soldiers prepare the catapults and ballistae for the coming invasion, while Nathan remained silent. Those soldiers who weren’t manning siege weapons carried halberds. Not a single bow was in sight.

“What if they break through?” Sen asked.

“The soldiers pull back, and we fight the demons where they are,” Nathan said. Sen gave him a look of disbelief. “That’s why I have power in reserve. I can create more summons if necessary.”

They watched for several long minutes. Demons continued to mass below them. Preparations continued.

Fei joined them. Kuda was trying to contact Vera, but having little success. The sapphire in Fei’s collarbone glimmered in the soft light of the world around them.

Nathan tapped into the leylines and confirmed that they were not disrupted anymore.

“That doesn’t bode well,” he muttered.

“Do we need to do anything?” Fei asked.

Nathan called up a soldier and gave them an order, “Tell Kuda that the leylines aren’t disrupted. He’ll know what to do.”

“Sir,” the soldier snapped out, then ducked out of the portal.

“You have a plan for this?” Sen asked.

“Precautions, mostly. Kuda’s fairly sharp.”

“Sharp doesn’t begin to cut it,” Sen muttered. “The man doesn’t need a knife to cut steak. He can use his mind.”

By the time two hundred demons had gathered in the clearing, something began to happen. The air above the mound of rocks seemed to distort. Nathan saw black cracks form in mid-air, and strange gases appeared.

“Don’t look directly at it,” Nathan muttered.

“You’ve told us a thousand times,” Fei said.

The world roared, and a ten-meter-high hole in the world snapped open. Nathan shifted his gaze slightly to the right. Despite this, a sharp pain built up behind his eyes and he was forced to look away completely.

He grabbed Fei and physically turned her head away. She whined, but he had seen her ears flatten and knew she had ignored him.

The portal had opened. A tear in space that slowly oscillated between black and white, shaped like a tear drop. Bestial yelling resounded across the valley, bouncing off the cliffs. The demonic horde poured in.

“I didn’t think it would hurt this much,” Sen said, covering her eyes.

“It shouldn’t normally.” Nathan bit his lip and glanced back, covering one eye.

The horde wasn’t that large. Maybe five or six hundred at most. More would arrive in time, but this was in line with expectations.

But a portal that caused this harsh of a migraine usually came with a larger horde.

In fact, they usually came with a Messenger. Nathan grimaced. Surely one wouldn’t arrive this early. Kadria had dismissed his concerns, stating that no Messenger would waste their time on such a small feast.

He didn’t point out the fact she seemed pretty focused on feasting on a particular part of him.

Nathan raised an arm. A hush fell over the soldiers behind him. They could see the portal and hear the demons, but not see them.

They waited for Nathan’s order.

“All forces, fire at will!”
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Boulders tumbled overhead, barely visible against the darkness of the sky. They slammed into the approaching horde. The demons kept charging uphill, even as dozens of them were crushed beneath the tumbling rocks. Their war cries grew in intensity.

More demons collapsed on the front lines, ballista bolts sticking out from their chests and heads. Their brethren trampled them. The automaton ballistae let out an endless series of thunks and plinks as they fired their stream of bolts. Their mechanisms whirred noisily as they reloaded. Larger ballista bolts soared over the wall and into the enemy, spearing several demons at once.

“More of them,” Sen gasped.

Another mass of demons spilled out of the portal. The tear in reality fluctuated wildly but emitted no light onto the volcanic rock surrounding it. The new demons wasted no time in summoning their weapons and joining the reckless charge toward the keep.

“Don’t worry about their reinforcements. Just cast,” Nathan said. “Fei, pick a group of demons and stall them. But don’t let them surround you.”

“Eh? I can charge into that?” Fei pointed between herself and the hundreds of demons still unharmed by the onslaught of catapults and ballistae.

“They’re only regular demons. You’re a monogem Champion now. Take your sapphire out for a whirl.” Nathan ruffled her hair.

She stared at him for several moments. Then her tail tocked once. She nodded and leaped down from the wall. Her reckless charge toward the demons kicked up a trail of dust.

Next to Nathan, Sen ignored Fei and instead focused on her spellcasting. A pair of triangles hovered in front of her palms. Two massive orbs of fire appeared in front of each hand, each as wide as Nathan was tall.

No, not fire. Lava. The surfaces of the orbs swam with molten rock, and their interiors were more liquid than fiery.

Sen pumped her arms back and forth in a single motion and let out a “Hah!” The orbs of lava flew across the battlefield. Flames burst out from where they landed, and demons exploded into fiery glory. The lava orbs bounced. A trail of lava dripped from them, igniting demons below the orbs.

With each bounce, more demons melted and collapsed to ground as a pile of burning ash. The beasts fled from the lava oozing along the ground, fearing it. Their charge split along the path of each orb and faltered briefly. Boulders crashed into them. More demons went down. For a few brief moments, the demonic assault stumbled.

Then a roar went up from the rear lines. It rippled along the horde. Soon all the demons waved their weapons in the air, their mouths wide open and bellowing their strange language. They charged forward.

Sen held a fist in the air. A pair of squares glowed around it. She cast her fist down.

A meteor turned half of the demons into a smoking crater. Bodies flew. Many of them crashed into the cliffs and some were speared on jagged rocks. Some demons tried to crawl from the crater, their bodies still working despite missing limbs or entire chunks of flesh.

Hundreds more demons spilled forth from the portal, replacing the losses almost instantly.

“Is this normal?” Sen asked. She held her hands together, a single square appearing in front of her.

“Look at how many you’re blowing apart,” Nathan said. “If this wasn’t normal, do you think we’d need trigem or duogem Champions?”

Sen grimaced. “Goddess. How long will this go on for?”

“This wave? Maybe fifteen minutes. The whole invasion? Hopefully just two waves. Maybe three,” Nathan replied. He didn’t mention that this portal felt wrong to him. The actual demonic assault had yet to surprise him, but he disliked the intensity of the portal itself.

Sen’s spell activated and a jet of flame gushed forth. Every demon it touched melted, their bodies blackening instantly.

“I can’t believe how little magic resistance they have,” Sen mumbled.

“I told you that lower rank spells would be your bread and butter. Stick to them. You’ll need to do this for a while.”

On the left flank, Fei made contact with her prey. She grinned and drew her scimitar. The demons screeched at her.

A moment later, their screeches transformed into screams of panic and pain. Blue flames ate at their flesh, armor, and weapons. Fei darted into the mob of beasts, cutting a path through the hulking monsters. Those same blue flames wreathed her scimitar and coated her entire body.

When her sword touched a demon, it melted its flesh as if it were butter. Molten droplets of red and black goo pooled on the ground behind Fei. The demons collapsed into pieces. The flames around her body melted weapons before they struck her. Fists and entire arms liquefied like candle wax.

Fei spun through the demons at top speed, whirling around with her sword. Her eyes glimmered, and she suppressed an obvious desire to laugh.

Nathan watched as the demons recoiled in fear. They tried to give her wide berth, but she danced up to them in the blink of an eye. The entire left flank became her playground. The panicking demons barely noticed the boulders and ballista bolts raining down on them.

Hopefully, she didn’t get in over her head. She was using her flames at full intensity. Every swing of her scimitar sent embers flying across the battlefield that could turn a demon into a candle. She was effectively invincible against demons this weak. But the moment she ran out of power in her gem, she’d be crushed by the horde within moments.

Nathan surveyed the battlefield.

The demons slowly pushed forward despite his efforts. Countless more monsters pressed the hesitant front ranks forward, like lemmings pushing their brethren over a cliff and to their deaths.

Except these lemmings might have enough numbers to fill in the chasm beneath the cliff with corpses, thereby making the cliff safe. The demonic horde appeared to be limitless in number.

Leaping over the wall, Nathan drew his sword. A green square shimmered over his hand.

He slashed the air. A hundred meters away, the front rank of demons was sliced in two. Those behind shoved the dismembered bodies out of the way. They charged forward, their bestial faces twisted in fury.

Nathan darted forward. His sword and free hand glowed. The demons stood only meters in front of him. He flung his hands out and unleashed two blasts of wind. Armor shattered, horns crumbled, faces fell in on themselves, and a mass of demons crashed into one another.

Despite the show of power, Nathan quickly found himself surrounded. The demons kept their distance but shuffled around him in a circle. Explosions and bursts of flame disintegrated masses of demons nearby, and blue fire licked up in the distance.

Holding his fist up, Nathan cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. The demons stared at his upraised hand for a moment. Then they bellowed and charged.

Did they even understand what he was doing? Nathan didn’t know or care.

Before they reached him, he unleashed his spell by opening his fist into a palm. Countless blades of wind turned every demon close to him into a gory mess.

Nathan lowered his hand and scanned the battlefield. Nothing had changed, he realized. More and more demons poured forward.

He needed a better way to hold them off. Fei would run out of power soon, and Sen was burning too much power too quickly. If the demons broke through in two places at once, or they overwhelmed someone, this invasion would become a disaster quickly.

Given Nathan worried about a nasty surprise coming later, he wanted to hold off on using the binding stone’s power for as long as possible.

With a flick of his wrist, he propelled himself toward Fei with a gust of wind. His landing was rough, and he tumbled across the rough, broken ground. A jet of blue fire crashed over him.

Fei screamed, “Nathan!”

He waved off her concern. The fire clung to him and felt tingly, but didn’t harm him.

“Gem abilities like yours can’t hurt their own Bastion. Calm down,” he said.

Fei stared at Nathan in shock, the flames dying down around her body. Behind her, the demons saw an opening and charged forward.

Clicking his tongue, Nathan darted forward. His sword shined and blew apart several demons with a gale thrust. Fei turned and melted several others, then pulled Nathan behind her.

“It’s dangerous,” she said. Her flames pushed the demons away. “Why are you out here?”

Nathan gave her a look, but held his tongue. He was her Bastion, not a random soldier. Did she think he was going to collapse because a mere demon got a single hit in?

Instead, he said, “I want to pull back and try something else.” He cast a supercharged fourth rank spell, but held onto it.

“But I’m doing fine,” Fei protested.

Demonic screeching cut off whatever else Fei was going to say. She threw an annoyed look at the intruders, before panic emerged on her face. The approaching horde was larger than before and had spread out while the pair had been distracted.

Nathan swung his sword at the ground between himself and the charging demons. Thunder rang out, and the ground shuddered. A chasm burst into existence. White light blinded Nathan as the chasm reached down to whatever lay beneath this world. The demons tried to halt their charge, but their momentum was too great.

Dozens of demons fell into the chasm. The light prevented Nathan from seeing what happened to them. From experience, he knew that he wouldn’t see them again.

“Let’s go,” Nathan said, grabbing Fei’s hand. She stared at him in shock and followed behind him for a few steps.

The ground shook again, and the chasm began to close. Demons screamed as they were crushed between the walls of earth.

Nathan and Fei didn’t watch. By the time they leaped on top of the wall and rejoined Sen, the demons had already forgotten what had happened.

Not forgotten, Nathan reminded himself. The demons who saw the chasm were probably dead. Almost every one of the hundreds of beasts charging the wall was a newly spawned demon. The portal had spat them all forth in the time it took for the chasm to swallow the hundreds of their brethren.

“Fei, stay still for a second,” Nathan said. He placed a finger against her sapphire and pushed power into it from the binding stone.

Fei’s entire body twitched in shock. She stared at Nathan with wide eyes as he topped her up. When he withdrew his finger, her tongue lolled out of her mouth and her eyes had glazed over. She moaned softly.

“Couldn’t you at least wait until after the battle to stick it in her and fill her up?” Sen said with a smirk.

“She was almost empty,” Nathan said, ignoring the innuendo.

“I’m sure she was. After all, you were busy filling me up earlier.” Sen rubbed her belly.

“Do you have to be so lewd?” Nathan said.

Fei blinked and came to her senses. She placed a finger against her sapphire. A satisfied sigh escaped her lips.

“Does the real thing feel that good?” she asked Sen.

Sen glared at Fei. “Why are you asking me?”

Fei tilted her head to one side. Then grinned. “Oh, right. You don’t have a gem. Heh.”

That had to be on purpose, Nathan thought. He decided to intervene before they began to fight each other, instead of the demonic horde that was closing in on the palisade.

“Focus,” he said. “I want the two of you to follow some specific orders. If we pull this off, hopefully the demons will pull back for this wave.”

Nathan hid a frown. Given how long it had been since the start of the invasion, he suspected that the second wave of demons had already attacked. The amount of demons they had killed was far too high for a single wave, but there hadn’t been a noticeable gap in the assault.

“I’m going to deal with the left flank. Sen, I want you to hit anything in the center with rapid-fire spells. Force them to charge up one side of the valley,” he ordered. “Fei, tell the officers to bombard the left flank as well.”

“Won’t that mean they’ll overwhelm the wall on the right side?” Sen asked.

“That’s what I want,” Nathan said. “Fei, once you give out the orders, gather all the hoplites you can and stand behind the wall on the right-hand side. Once the demons break through, crush them.”

Fei grinned. “Oooh. I think I get it.”

“Well, I don’t,” Sen complained.

Nathan ruffled her hair and had his hand batted away for his efforts. “Let’s go,” he said.

By the time he made it to the left side of the wall, the catapult fire fell exclusively on this side. The demonic advance looked noticeably lopsided. Sen’s constant flow of fireballs and flames split the enemy down the center. Fei stood in position behind the wall.

Everything looked good so far.

A pentagon appeared over Nathan’s wrists, like a pair of shackles. He held his hands together in front of him, palms crossed. The pentagon glowed blue and slowly spun in a circle.

This was the most powerful spell Nathan knew how to cast without relying on the binding stone. He still wanted to save as much of the binding stone’s power for later as possible. But right now, he needed more raw power than he could get with third and fourth rank spells. Even supercharged spells weren’t enough. This fifth rank spell did something special.

The demons either didn’t see Nathan’s spell or didn’t care. Boulders and bolts rained down on them. They nearly made it to the wall. Nathan heard Sen shouting at him over the din of the battle.

The pentagon flared in his hands. Nathan pressed it against the wall.

The palisade glowed. This entire half of the wall emitted an eerie blue light. A trickling sound crept into Nathan’s ears. Water fell from between the gaps in the logs that comprised the wall, at first slowly, then in a tremendous rush.

Within seconds, the demons found themselves fighting waist high water rushing forward from the wall. They bellowed in surprise and waded through it.

But the water continued to rise. And it began to glow, like the wall behind it.

Soon the demons at the front were picked up by the waves and pushed back, over the heads of those behind them. Waves and the bodies of other demons crashed into the back ranks. The entire charge halted. Weapons lowered.

The demons stared at the tidal wave of water and bodies crashing down the valley. Foam frothed atop the waves, carrying countless corpses in it.

The foam was blood red. The waves shimmered with a magical blue glow.

Demons screamed as the water touched them. The waves ate at their flesh and warped their armor. They tried to flee.

But cliffs stood on one side, and a wall of fire raged on the other. There was no way out.

The tidal wave swept down the valley.

Nathan didn’t know how many demons he had killed. A lot. He felt drained. Finally, he let go of the spell and the wall stopped glowing. The water lost its eerie appearance a moment later and instead turned blood red from all the demons it had killed.

A boom rose from his right. Nathan looked over to see that his plan had played out as expected. The demons crashed into the palisade and knocked down a large section of it. Dust blocked most of his view, but he saw demons vanishing into the cloud.

Not that he needed to see the action. The bestial screams and shouts told the story.

Slowly, the demons stopped charging into the cloud. They stood in place, looking lost and confused.

Sen moved her wall of fire closer to them. The demons began to move forward again.

Then Fei burst through the palisade. Her blue flames flickered forward, and dozens of demons melted. The hoplites bounded past her, their spears punching through heads and chests. Their shields shattered horns and broke arms.

Within a minute, the demonic charge became a full-blown retreat. Fei cut down many of them, but didn’t pursue too far.

Hundreds upon hundreds of demons awaited her in the clearing around the portal. They stood out of range of the catapults and Sen’s magic. Their weapons were raised, and they hungered for her to come too close, so they could surround her.

Fei pulled back. She waved to Nathan from beside Sen. Nathan gave her a tired wave back, still stumbling back along the wall.

“You look like you need a nap,” Sen said.

Fei’s ears pricked up.

“I’ll be fine,” Nathan said. “I used too much power. If I have to, I’ll top up from the binding stone.”

“Why not do it now?” Fei asked, tilting her head to one side.

The answer came in the form of a scout, who ran up to the gatehouse from behind. He saluted and came to a stop.

“Bastion!” the scout yelled. “I’m back from the other side of Gharrick Pass.”

“The other side?” Fei asked, confused.

“Yes, Champion,” the scout answered. “Kuda sent two of us out to Lady Nair’s tower when we couldn’t contact her.”

“Report, soldier,” Nathan ordered. He had a bad feeling about this.

“Yes, sir.” The scout paused. “Lady Nair’s tower is under attack by the Amica Federation. They have an entire army there. She’s surrounded, sir. The pass is cut off.”


Chapter 24




Fei and Sen stared at the scout in shock. For his part, the scout held his salute. Nathan felt that the man’s gaze looked rather distant, however.

Seeing an invading army in your nation was far from comforting.

“Are any of the enemy heading our way?” Nathan asked.

“No, sir,” the scout answered. He hesitated. “They seemed focused on the tower. But they had definitely lain siege to it. Both of us saw fire and other sorcery flung from the top of the tower, and a dome barrier was active over the exterior wall.”

“Keep an eye on the pass,” Nathan ordered. “Alternate with other scouts on a regular basis. Let me know the moment you see Federation soldiers marching toward us.”

“Sir!” the scout barked. He dropped his salute and ran back into the keep.

Nathan sighed. The two women looked at him.

“You expected this?” Sen asked.

“I expected something,” Nathan said. “A demonic invasion is detectable through the leylines, as is the buildup of energy. We’re fighting an enemy Bastion, and he would likely move the moment he felt the portal was close to activating. That’s why I wanted Vera to establish a gateway with Leopold. The old man will move against an invading army if he has a clear path, and if he doesn’t need to send his Champions riding the long way across the countryside.”

“Shouldn’t he be moving against them regardless?” Sen said, expression darkening.

“That’s what we’re here for. Plus, he’s holding Forselle Valley. I can’t complain too much. It’s not as though the Federation can oust him in the north.” Nathan shrugged. “Although they may be stupid enough to try.”

Speaking of stupid, Nathan turned back to the demonic horde gathered below.

The clearing swelled with the demonic mass, and the portal showed no signs of weakening. Nathan frowned and tapped into the binding stone. A quick search found what he was looking for.

“This must be the last of them,” Nathan said. “The demonic energy is running low.”

“So they’re going to charge us en masse?” Sen asked.

Nathan nodded. “They’re only weaker demons, but with their numbers they might be able to overwhelm us. At least, that’s what they think.”

“So we crush them here and go help Vera?” Sen looked at Nathan in disbelief. “I don’t have the stamina to do that, Nathan. There’s as many demons down there as we’ve already killed. And you look like you’re about to collapse. Plus, you don’t have the energy left in the binding stone to support us away from the keep.”

All excellent points.

If Nathan intended to do this the normal way, that is.

Nathan nodded. “You’re right. That’s why we’re not going to do that.”

Sen stared at him. “We’re leaving Vera?”

“No.”

“Then what are we doing?” Sen asked, exasperated.

“Trust me, Sen.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair as he thought through his next steps. “Fei and I will take the summons down the valley. I need you to follow us and hit the clearing with your sixth rank spell.”

Sen’s eyes widened. “Are you crazy? Ifrit hasn’t taught me how to control it properly. If I cast that now—”

“You’ll use up all of your remaining power. I know.” Nathan looked at her. “Do it anyway.”

After a lengthy pause, Sen nodded. “Okay. What next?”

“Fei covers me while I do my thing,” Nathan said.

Neither woman seemed convinced.

Behind them, the soldiers readied their siege weapons for a second wave. Many of them took the opportunity to drink from canteens or sneak a quick snack. Sweat poured down most of their faces.

The valley wasn’t hot, but Nathan wouldn’t describe it as cool either. He considered that a positive of battling in here. Once outside, he’d be contending with the summer heat.

Nathan topped up Fei’s sapphire again. Sen pointedly ignored the soft moan that slipped out of Fei, and instead meditated. No doubt she spoke with Ifrit about how to cast her sixth rank spell as quickly as possible.

Once Fei recovered from her pleasure-induced stupor, Nathan gave out orders to the officers to hold fire until given other directions. He didn’t want to get hit by a boulder while trying to pull off his trick.

Then he, Fei, and Sen leaped down from the wall. The hoplites followed them, streaming out from the gate.

The valley floor appeared unmarred from the earlier battle. Whatever power sustained this place had repaired the char marks, cleaned up the piles of gore, and filled in the many craters. If Nathan hadn’t seen the earlier devastation, he might think that nothing had happened here.

Sen screeched to a halt well short of the demons. She held her greatsword in front of her and a red hexagon appeared over it. The surge of power pouring into her spell flooded Nathan’s senses, even though he wasn’t actively using magical detection. He smelled ash and knew that Ifrit’s power was about to show itself.

The hoplites fanned out. Nathan directed Fei to one side of the valley, and she vanished in a blink.

The demons jeered. The horde deafened Nathan with their cries. At least two thousand demons clustered in the clearing, brandishing weapons above their heads and screaming in their bestial language. Within moments, the monsters would begin charging uphill. They had the numbers. Something caused them to hold back, but demons weren’t the cautious type.

Once Nathan crossed an invisible line, the demons charged. They spilled forth like an angry red wave.

Nathan drew his sword and slashed across their formation twice. His hand flared with magic both times. The front ranks of the demons collapsed into pieces. But the wave kept charging forward over the corpses.

Blue fire consumed the right flank of the demons. But their numbers proved enough to push through the blaze, and many of them survived long enough to reach Fei. Their bodies blistered and bubbled as they swung at her, but they fought until the end. Fei’s scimitar ended their lives with swift, decisive cuts through their torsos or heads.

One demon clipped her head, and she stumbled. Three more demons were on her in an instant, their swords raised. Nathan’s sword flickered.

The hoplites were there first. They slammed the demons aside with their bodies and shields. Their spears impaled the beasts and shoved them aside, and a hoplite pulled Fei up. The beastkin shook off the earlier blow, her tail shuddering from base to tip. Then she nodded to herself and gestured for the hoplites to withdraw.

Fei had a connection to Nathan’s summons through the binding stone. He let her order them around and turned his attention back to the demons closest to him.

Hundreds of angry, bestial faces closed in on him.

He tapped into his binding stone and let its power flood him. The world slowed down as he entered the mental world of the binding stone. Nathan used this opportunity to check his memory for the most efficient spell he knew.

He needed every drop of power available for what came after this. The binding stone was nearly empty of power. If only Kadria had given him another month. Or three.

With the right spell in hand, Nathan slipped away from the mental world of the binding stone. Time flowed normally again. The demons roared and continued their blistering pace toward him.

Nathan pushed his sword into the ground in front of him with a small flash of power, then cast a third rank spell. A thin wall of rocks burst from the ground. He cast another third rank spell, and veins of magma began to run through the wall.

The demons were only meters away now. Part of the rock wall collapsed. Lava flooded out and onto the demons who broke through.

With one final spell, Nathan blew the wall apart. Lava, razor-sharp rocks, and blades of wind cut into the oncoming horde. The front ranks went down. Then the ranks behind them went down as they ran onto the lava and rocks. The charge faltered. The demons at the rear kept pushing forward.

A crush formed, and the demons pushed many of their kin to their deaths in the lava. The corpses mounted up, and they made a bridge.

Nathan obliterated the corpses with another surge of lava and wind. He continued to stick with third rank spells, with the occasional supercharged one. The hoplites began to throw their spears into the demons.

Eventually, the demons looked for a way around. They pushed toward Fei and found blue death in the form of being melted. The hoplites formed a shield wall and held the demons back.

A few minutes passed. War cries rose up again. The demons charged, convinced this push would work, unlike all the other ones.

It didn’t. But the demons never stopped trying.

Nathan glanced back and saw Sen’s hexagon glowing blindingly bright. Her crimson coat swirled around her with the force of the power she had summoned.

With a great boom, Sen cast her spell. Then all sound vanished.

The demons froze. They tried to shout, but couldn’t hear themselves. They looked around in confusion.

Then one pointed behind them. Then another. Soon, all the demons turned and stared at the portal.

Or what had been the portal.

Where there had once been a gaping hole in the world, there was now a hundred-meter-tall whirling inferno of flames and fury. Orange embers flickered off the tornado. When they hit the ground, each burst into a conflagration large enough to consume a dozen demons. The tornado itself burned blazing white on the inside, and red flames licked the air around it.

The entire world seemed to shimmer with the heat from the tornado. Nathan felt himself sweat even this far away. Standing where he was, the inferno tornado made him feel as though he was standing in front of a blazing furnace. Huge plumes of smoke choked the air. His sense of smell told him that the world was turning to ash.

Huge licks of fire shot out from the base of the tornado. Every demon in the clearing turned to ash within seconds. They didn’t even have time to understand what was happening before they died.

Sen flung her arm out, and the tornado moved. Every demon screamed. For the first time since Sen had cast her tornado spell, sound returned.

Then an enormous arm of flame sprung forth from the tornado and consumed that sound. The screaming of countless demons was snuffed out in an instant.

Those that survived ran. Their eyes were filled with a primal terror. They didn’t care about the lava on the ground, or the sharp rocks, or the corpses of their brethren.

The demons knew that death lay behind them. They had to fight and win, or they would all die.

Nathan’s sword shimmered, and he cut down a row of demons. More charged him, frothing at the mouth. They moved faster than he thought weak demons could. The hoplites tried to hold them back, but some got through. Several blows rained down on Nathan, and he knew he’d be feeling the bruises for days.

He flexed his fist and turned every demon within fifty meters into meaty chunks. The hoplites bounded away before he finished his spell.

A waste of magic, but he needed to end this.

On the other side, Fei chased dozens of crazed demons who had made it past her. The demons ran like they were possessed. Their speed was nothing compared to Fei, and she cut them down before they reached the palisade.

The tornado continued to blaze. Sen collapsed to her knees, her breath coming out in choking sobs. The spell had a minimum casting time, and she needed to keep it running with Ifrit’s obscene power draw. Her hand shook as she held it up, trying to keep the tornado from going out of control.

Demons slipped out of the portal again as Sen’s control wavered. The tornado weakened and hovered high in the air.

Nathan approached the portal, ignoring the pests near it. The level of demonic energy powering the portal was low. Low enough to safely pull off what he wanted to do.

“Fei!” he shouted. He gestured for her to deal with the demons.

The beastkin charged across the battlefield, pulling the hoplites with her. She made quick work of the enemy.

Turning inward, Nathan drew on the binding stone. He drew on every ounce of energy it had available.

Then he felt his way along the leylines. He snaked his way out from keep and through Gharrick Pass. After a little while, he found the cairn beneath Vera’s tower.

All leylines were connected to one another, which meant that Vera’s tower was connected to his binding stone.

Nathan imprinted the route to Vera’s tower in his mind. Then he gathered all of his power and began to cast a spell.

No geometric shapes appeared around his body. This was binding stone magic—a form of magic unique to Bastions. Binding stone magic didn’t use the rank system of sorcery. The way that Nathan controlled the binding stone, created summons, and built his fortress used this method of magic. Bastions used the innate power of the binding stone to accomplish feats otherwise considered impossible.

Magical scientists deemed this to be manipulating reality. The ability to use a binding stone was the true hallmark of a Bastion’s power.

Nathan finished his preparations and focused himself. The inferno had vanished, the last of its embers burning up in the darkness above him. Demons began pouring out of the portal again. Fei shouted something.

Ignoring all of this, Nathan cast his spell.

He connected Vera’s cairn with his binding stone.

With a crack like thunder, the shimmering white and black tear in reality vanished. A blast of wind knocked everyone down in the clearing.

Nathan collapsed, and all went black.
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“Nathan!”

Nathan stirred. He thought he heard Fei shouting.

“Nathan, get up,” Fei said. “Something’s wrong with the portal.”

A sense of deja vu struck Nathan. Part of his mind panicked. Had he sent himself back in time?

He opened his eyes and remembered where and when he was. Something was wrong with the portal because he had cast a spell on it. Fei was simply panicking.

“I feel like I got hit by a catapult,” he groaned, pushing himself to his feet.

Fei yanked him up and let him lean on her. He appreciated both the help and the soft cushions pressing against him.

“Would that even hurt you?” Fei asked, eyes wide.

“Yes. Believe or not, getting hit by a gigantic flying boulder would hurt me,” Nathan drawled. “You’re a lot sturdier than I am, now that you have your first gem.”

“Oh.”

Nathan looked around.

No demons remained. The last of their remains seeped into the cracks in the ground and broke down into…

Nathan realized he didn’t know what happened to the bodies of the demons in the portal. Outside, their bodies rotted and collapsed like normal. But in this strange place, something swept them away like so much garbage.

But the invasion was over. No more demons spilled from the portal. Fei and the hoplites had cleaned up the few that had remained after he cast his spell.

Where the tear in reality had stood was a much smaller hole in space, roughly the size of a large double door gate. It shined bright white and didn’t shift in tone or color. Nothing walked through it.

Nathan frowned. He had hoped that somebody on the other side would notice this and save him the trouble of going to the other side.

“We have to go through,” he said. He pushed himself off Fei’s shoulders and stood under his own power.

His body ached. The binding stone rung in his mind, empty almost to the last drop.

How long had it been since he had pushed himself this far? When he had fought Kadria, she had destroyed the fortress and directly attacked his network of leylines and binding stones before he even had a chance to use his full power.

If anything reminded him that he had fallen in status as a Bastion, it was this feeling of impotence. He had a single binding stone, with only just enough power to repel a mildly dangerous demonic horde and pull off a nifty trick. He hadn’t even fought a Messenger. Or even multiple invasions at once.

It would be a while before he reached the level of power he once held.

“Nathan? Are you alright?” Fei asked softly.

“I just pushed myself too far,” he muttered. “Forgot my own limits.”

“Shouldn’t we pull back then? The portal is—” Fei began to say.

“No,” he said. “We need to go through. We have only a few minutes before it collapses. I’ll have the hoplites carry Sen back.”

Sen kneeled on the ground behind them, where she had cast her tornado. She hadn’t moved an inch, and her breathing was clearly labored.

But Nathan needed to push on. He strode up to this new gateway, ignoring Fei’s whines about his health. Then he stepped through. Fei followed a moment later.

The white of the portal blinded him, filling his entire vision. It faded quickly. The pair had been transported to an entirely different location. Fei gripped his arm and looked around uncertainly.

“Isn’t this…” Fei trailed off. Her tail rubbed against Nathan’s leg.

“Vera’s tower. I connected the portal to her gateway,” Nathan explained.

They were on the third-highest floor of her tower, immediately below her planning room. The gateway glowed behind them, bright white. Nobody else was up here. The tower was eerily empty. Each level was doughnut shaped, with stairwells leading up and down on opposite ends and the empty center leading all the way to the bottom.

Clangs and shouts echoed from below. Nathan walked to the edge of the platform and glanced down. Fei stood behind him, her grip on his arm tightening as he got closer to the edge. She mumbled something about being careful.

Vera’s armored summons clustered on the bottom floor, right at the entrance. The door had been destroyed. Spearmen wearing tan and gray uniforms pushed their way inside, but the summons held them back. Corpses piled up, and a pool of blood coated the floor.

Two levels above the fray, Vera hurled balls of fire and light at the attackers. The corpses disintegrated from her onslaught and allowed her summons to push the enemy back to the door.

“Are they trying to wear her down?” Fei asked.

“Wave tactics are pretty normal to deal with sorcerers,” Nathan said. “Vera has her cairn, so she can’t run out of raw power, but her stamina will run dry eventually. She’ll overtax her body from casting too many spells. Then she’ll either make a mistake, allowing a Champion to capture or kill her. Or she’ll collapse and the fight is over.”

“That’s horrible,” Fei said.

“Given they’re using humans for the wave, yes it is.” Nathan grimaced. “Usually summons are used.” At least, before the war. Perhaps he had been naive in thinking that if he stopped the Empire from falling, then everything would be better.

Nathan looked for a quick way down. He only saw the staircases.

“How come I’m not tired?” Fei asked.

“I did tell you that the enhancement changes you. The binding stone makes you superhuman. That’s why sorcerers often become Champions or Bastions. It’s one of the few reliable ways to cast spells above sixth rank.”

Nathan cursed when he didn’t see a faster way down.

Suddenly, a familiar voice shouted, “You’re wasting your effort, Nair.”

“Sunstorm,” Nathan said. “We’re running out of time. Let’s go.”

He leaped down. Fei squawked and followed him, still holding onto his arm. Her quick reaction time allowed her to stick with him.

Despite landing in a roll, Nathan still felt the pain from dropping several stories at once. He felt the fractures and forced himself to ignore the pain blossoming along his limbs.

Fei spotted his discomfort and pulled him over her shoulder. He grimaced but used her superior strength and speed to cross to the other side of the floor.

Vera spun as they approached, her staff glowing with triangles. She stared at them in disbelief, ready to cast her spells at any moment.

“You look like you don’t want to see me,” Nathan said. “I have a way out. We need to go now.”

“How—” Vera tried to say. She shook her head. “Forget it. I’m learning not to question how you do what you do. Lead the way.”

Nathan had expected more resistance. This was her tower, after all. Her inheritance.

As they ran for the stairwell up, he glanced down and saw the enemy push through her summons. A seemingly endless wave of Federation soldiers hell-bent on breaking in and killing Vera. Their ferocity was unusual. Somebody drove them to this level of fervor.

Or maybe they thought their commander was more likely to kill them than Vera.

Either way, Nathan found the Federation soldiers unnerving. How did Vera feel after watching them die in droves just to capture her tower?

There was only one floor below the gateway when the Federation completely overwhelmed the summons. The soldiers began shouting and pointing at them. Vera flung spells in response. She looked at Nathan while biting her lip.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I burned all my energy to get here.”

“I can tell,” she replied.

Nathan felt something nearby. A strong power. He dropped, letting go of Fei.

A wicked short sword cut through the space where his head had been. A boot slammed into his stomach and nearly knocked him off the edge. Fei grabbed him before that happened.

Sparks flew as Sunstorm traded blows with Fei. Blue flames burst into existence.

Sunstorm vanished in a puff of shadow. Fei hoisted Nathan up.

“Keep moving,” he growled, stumbling toward the gateway.

Vera looked around wildly, staff glowing with a readied spell.

A pair of shadows appeared, one racing right toward Vera. Her beam of light burst uselessly on Sunstorm’s body. Vera’s eyes widened, and she raised her staff.

Fei’s flames disintegrated Sunstorm’s shadow instantly, as if it wasn’t there to begin with. Turning, the beastkin intercepted Sunstorm before she reached Nathan.

The two Champions traded blows. Fei’s flames ate at Sunstorm’s armor and clung to the assassin’s skin.

Nathan ignored them and climbed the stairs.

“What about Fei?” Vera shouted.

“She can handle herself,” he said.

Grunts and clashes of steel sounded behind them as they ran for the gateway. Nathan paused before the portal and waited.

Fei could handle herself, couldn’t she?

Vera stared at the glowing white gateway. “How?”

“Don’t ask. Go. I don’t know how long we have,” Nathan said.

Vera ran through the gateway.

Something appeared nearby. Nathan felt her.

He ducked. Blocked with his sword.

Sunstorm’s sword crashed into his and bowled him over. She growled at him. Her armor and clothes had been burned away, leaving her almost naked. She was left wearing only the onyx gem in her collarbone and her black panties. Otherwise, her olive skin was on full display.

Oh, and the burn marks. Blue flames still clung to her, burning at patches of her skin and blackening them. Sunstorm was going to look like she had flown a little too close to the sun after this fight.

Fei crashed into Sunstorm before the assassin readied another attack.

Rising to his feet, Nathan yelled, “Fei, we are leaving.”

Sunstorm’s head snapped toward Nathan. Before she could do anything, Fei tripped her. The beastkin darted toward Nathan. A short sword flew at Fei’s back, but she spun and batted it aside.

In a puff of shadow, Sunstorm vanished and reappeared right above the gateway. She wasn’t giving up, Nathan realized.

Fei hurled a jet of blue flames at the other Champion, while holding Nathan back. Sunstorm’s eyes widened. She saw her defeat, no doubt.

If she blocked their way, she’d take the blast of flames head-on and would then have to fight Fei right afterward.

If she ran, then both Nathan and Fei would escape through the portal.

Sunstorm glared at Fei. The assassin ran a finger across her throat the moment before the flames reached her. Then she vanished into her shadows.

The next moment, Fei and Nathan ran through the gateway.

The hoplites and Vera stood guard on the other end. Some soldiers had wandered down as well.

Seconds passed. The gateway remained open. Nathan collapsed on the ground and allowed Fei to stroke his hair. Her tail brushed against his back. He was spent.

Nobody came through. Eventually, the gateway collapsed.

The demonic portal didn’t reappear. Over the course of the next several minutes, the black sky regained its color and the light from below turned purple again. The monochrome world they had fought the demons in turned back into a hellscape. Everybody cheered.

Nathan rose to his feet and stumbled back up to the palisade. The soldiers who had come down to see what had happened followed him back. When he stood atop the wall, the remaining defenders watched him in eager anticipation.

He held up his sword and cheered. The soldiers joined in, saluting and throwing their hands into the air.

They had won their first victory.

Nathan left out that they needed to win another. The Federation was coming. But for now, they deserved to celebrate.


Chapter 26




“Have you gone insane?” Kadria screeched.

“Given I’m standing in a void talking to a demonic Messenger? Maybe,” Nathan said. He crossed his arms.

Kadria paced back and forth in her strange void world. He had visited her immediately after the invasion. The fact that his binding stone was empty concerned him, and there was an incoming enemy army. He doubted she’d help, but maybe he’d get lucky.

Instead, she shouted his ear off the moment he walked in. Nathan looked around.

This place seemed larger somehow. More palatial. Nathan didn’t keep track of the furnishings, but he swore there were a few more.

And the room was definitely larger, and not in the mind-bending way. The outline of a rug shifted as Kadria padded back and forth, her bare feet tugging at fibers Nathan couldn’t see.

Was she leeching off the binding stone to feather her own nest? Nathan shook the thought away. He didn’t have the time right now to concern himself with Kadria. And a slightly larger bedroom for the Messenger was the least of his worries.

“Funny. You’ll find yourself enslaved in somebody else’s void if you keep pulling stunts like that,” Kadria growled. Her eyes flashed.

Nathan noticed that her pupils had enlarged, giving her the appearance of having almost solid red eyes. Her horns had blackened as well. Gone was the Messenger who lusted after his crotch. In her place was a genuine demonic general.

Kadria terrified him right now. He hid the shudders she sent down his spine, but he knew he’d be having nightmares about this.

If she had shown up with this appearance when they first met, he’d never have accepted her deal.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked quietly.

“What do you think it means?”

He paused and thought about it. “You said I didn’t need to worry about Messengers yet. That the portal was too small to concern them.”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “Are you stupid? There must be a Messenger behind every portal. Who do you think creates the things? Do you think those armies of hulking musclebrains are traversing transdimensional space by themselves?”

“What?” Nathan blurted out. “Hold on, but you said—”

“I said that a Messenger wouldn’t come through the portal.” Kadria ran her hand over her face and glared at Nathan. “Look. Why do you think the portals get worse the more you suppress them? Shouldn’t it be the opposite? Use your brain. I turned up when I did because I was looking for competence. I found it, at the end of everything, in a world that had defeated so many other Messengers.”

Nathan felt like the world had been ripped out from underneath him. “Other Messengers are doing the same thing you are?”

“Not exactly,” Kadria hedged, her tone uneasy. “I can’t be too specific. Not yet.”

“Why not? We seem to be in this together. Or aren’t we?”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “We are. And we’ll both be very, very dead if I say the wrong thing at the wrong time. You probably won’t understand this, but let’s just say that the walls have ears.”

Nathan pointedly looked at the closest wall. It didn’t appear to have an ear, or the outline of anything at all on it. Kadria kicked him.

“God, you people are stupid,” she muttered.

“You mean goddess,” Nathan corrected automatically, hiding a grin. He had successfully taunted her.

“Sure.” Kadria waved a hand. “In any case, each Messenger has its own goal. They’re looking for things. But you know what I know every Messenger wants? Servants. Useful servants. Servants who can manipulate portals using binding stones, which is a power I thought unique to Messengers. Where did you even learn to do that?” Kadria snapped, growing irritable.

A lull fell over the room. Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose while Kadria huffed and puffed at him.

Then Kadria coughed and straightened herself up. Not that there was much for her to straighten up, given her lack of attire.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “But you Bastions tend to be so terrible at working with your binding stones. Where did you learn to manipulate a demonic portal?”

Nathan frowned. “It was something that an old comrade of mine worked on in my timeline. His theory only really worked on weaker portals, because the power necessary to close a portal is equal to the demonic energy leftover. Plus, closing a portal early will trigger a cascade.”

“But you’ve used it before?” Kadria asked.

“I’ve tested it on weaker portals.” Nathan shrugged. “And my comrade used it in an evacuation once. That’s when we learned the spell caused cascades. For what little it mattered at that point. Trafaumh was already a ruin by the time he closed the portal, so creating a bunch of new demonic portals there was a drop in the bucket.”

Kadria clicked her tongue. “Just another oddity of your world, I suppose. So many little things drew me there.”

Her mutterings continued for several minutes. Nathan didn’t pick up anything of particular value from them and eventually grew bored.

“If you didn’t notice what we did in my timeline, why does it matter here?” Nathan asked.

“Because this world isn’t a maelstrom of death, destruction, and despair?” she asked rhetorically, looking at him as if he were an idiot. Which had been her default look for most of this visit, to be truthful.

“That makes a difference to Messengers?”

“A big difference,” Kadria said. She placed one hand high in the air and moved it up and down like a fish. “In your world, large invasions, cascades, trigem Champions, and entire countries being destroyed were normal. A Messenger knew your world was serious business, which attracted major players such as myself. But the individual events don’t stand out.”

Kadria lowered her hand, and her motions became slower, but much more deliberate. Like waves, Nathan realized. She was making a wave pattern with her hand.

“In this world, the level of activity is far lower. Fewer large invasions, very few cascades, and only the Kurai Peninsula has been destroyed. So every big event stands out.”

Nathan licked his lips. “So by converting the demonic portal into a gateway like that, I made a big wave in a small pond?”

“Exactly. And the Messenger behind this portal definitely noticed.” Kadria scowled. “And those twins aren’t the sort I wanted you to attract. They’re the slow burn type. I figured you’d have a year or two before they took an interest in you, then you could flirt for a while before they took you seriously. By which point I could deal with them.”

“You know them?”

“Unfortunately.” She poked her horns, which had turned back to their typical shade of creamy white. “Same breed of Messenger.” She prodded his crotch with her foot. “In a few ways. Although they don’t have my background, and my objective differs from theirs.”

Nathan left the void room shortly afterward, with a mumbling from Kadria about how she’d think of some way to help deal with the other Messengers.

She offered no help for his current predicament and instead gave him a look that suggested he needed to dig his own way out.

As much as he wanted to complain, knowing that he had inadvertently attracted the attention of a pair of Messengers bothered him. He welcomed Kadria’s help, even if she would be busy for a while.

It ate at him that he didn’t question help from a Messenger. Had he really fallen so far that he accepted Kadria’s presence in his life? Part of him even felt unhappy that she hadn’t pulled down his pants when he had visited.

Nathan shook off his discomfort and left his office. He stopped by a window. The night was moonless and overcast. He couldn’t see anything outside, other than the lamps on the walls and lights carried by patrolling guards.

The civilian inhabitants of the fortress surely knew something was wrong. First the soldiers had all piled into the keep, which was a surefire sign of a demonic invasion. Then the men had all come out and cracked open barrels of ale and wine.

At some point after the commotion had started, the tavern opened. People who couldn’t sleep, or spouses worried about their significant other in the guards had gathered to wait there. Then the soldiers joined them. The celebrations were ongoing, and Nathan could hear their raucous cheering.

But some guards patrolled the walls, and more than a few had noticed that the scouts were busy. Keen-eyed officers ushered their troops into the barracks and began closing up the kegs. Only a few had been briefed, but word spread fast. All the officers would learn the full details when their companies were back in the barracks.

Nathan wasn’t too concerned about the celebrations. He doubted he would need his soldiers at the crack of dawn, so any hangovers could be dealt with.

Although he had to remind himself that these soldiers were relatively green. He was used to men and women who could win a battle, knock back their booze into the early hours of the morning, have a quick nap, and then fight another battle as soon as they woke up.

Kadria was right: this timeline had yet to turn into a pit of despair and destruction. The soldiers had yet to train themselves into boozy warriors. Maybe they wouldn’t need to.

Nathan stepped away from the window and made his way downstairs. Few guards patrolled the keep at this time. Those that did saluted him as he passed them.

Eventually, he spotted who he was looking for. Anna and Vera stood outside of one of the receiving rooms.

“We’ve known each other for years. Once Leopold is here—” Anna tried to say.

“If Leopold comes here,” Vera interrupted. “I appreciate your concern, Anna, but I lost my tower due to my own failings. And given Leopold’s general inaction, I doubt he’ll be saving me from my own missteps anytime soon.”

“Don’t say that, Vera. Vera!” Anna shouted after the retreating sorceress. She let out a huff when Vera continued to walk away in the opposite direction that Nathan came from.

“I’m assuming she’s taking the loss of her tower hard,” Nathan muttered.

Anna turned to face him and curtsied. “Bastion Nathan. My deepest thanks for providing me safe harbor during this time of crisis.”

Nathan stared at her.

She rolled her eyes. “Goddess, you’re really not one for formalities, are you? The least I can do is thank you for protecting me. From the sounds of it, the Federation means business.”

“They do. They have a Champion whose gem ability allows her to specialize in assassination,” Nathan said. He nodded in the direction that Vera had retreated. “So, she’s taking it hard?”

“Why don’t we take a seat and have some tea?” Anna suggested and walked into the nearby room. “I think talking about Vera is the least we need to cover. I hear you used so much magic that you nearly collapsed?”

Nathan followed her inside. Hopefully, this turned out to be a friendly chat, and not an interrogation.

Anna straightened out her skirt before sitting down. Her clothes were much simpler than normal, consisting of a frilly collared shirt, a black pleated skirt, and stockings. No jewelry and minimal sign of makeup. Not that Anna needed much.

Then again, it was past midnight and Nathan had sent a message to Anna to travel here as quickly as possible. If she had arrived in her nightgown, he wouldn’t have batted an eye. Instead, she had put in at least some effort to appear like a countess.

Two empty cups sat on the table in the middle of the room. Like most of the receiving rooms in the fortress, this one consisted of several plush sofa chairs around a single coffee table. This particular coffee table had the universal emblem of the Watcher Omria engraved into the glass. In the corner sat a long table where coffee and snacks could be prepared.

Kuda stepped out from that corner with two fresh cups of coffee, then whisked away the empty ones.

“Thank you, Kuda,” Anna said with a smile. She fixed Nathan with a glare. “I’m regretting lending him to you. I haven’t had a good coffee since he left.”

“You were here not that long ago,” Nathan replied.

“Then I haven’t had a good coffee in my manor since he left,” Anna corrected. “Maybe I should move in.”

“Right now, you don’t have a choice, so feel free to assess your new lodgings against your manor,” Nathan said drily.

Anna shot him a sardonic smile. He didn’t grace it with a response and instead sipped his coffee.

After a few moments, Anna raised the topic from earlier, “Yes, Vera is upset over her tower. More than that, she’s upset that she defended it alone. No reinforcements from the Empire. Nothing from Leopold. Nothing from me.” Anna grimaced. “You had demons to deal with, so you get a pass. But I don’t, even though most of my private army is partying outside and calling themselves demon slayers.”

Suppressing a sigh, Anna drained her cup and asked for another. Kuda was already there and exchanged the cups. A slice of chocolate cake appeared from somewhere as well. Nathan eyed the beastkin, wondering where he hid the dessert. The table behind Kuda was bare, besides a coffee percolator powered by a built-in fire enchantment and a handful of empty cups and plates.

“I don’t blame her for being upset, but I don’t see it being productive,” Anna said.

“Give her time,” Nathan said. “I pulled her out of the fire. She’s still processing things.”

“I would, if we had time.” Anna bit her lip. “And if you didn’t need her. I’m supposed to be the countess who supports you, but the distinct impression I get from my officers is that…” she trailed off, her eyes wandering to a corner of the room.

Nathan waited patiently for her to finish her thought, or for her to change the subject.

Anna sighed. “I find it difficult to believe that I am, in any way, your superior. My officers told me how the battle played out. They stood behind a wall, unable to see the enemy, and fired catapult shot after catapult shot into the distance. By contrast, you and your Champions flooded the portal, defended a breach in the wall, created a tornado made of fire, and still found time to save Vera.”

“That’s normal in demonic invasions. There’s a reason trigem Champions become legends,” Nathan said. “The gap between ordinary humans and Champions is significant.”

“Of course. But where does that leave me?” Anna raised an eyebrow. “I can gain the wealth and power that my father felt our family deserved, but all I’m doing to earn it is asking you nicely. I felt that my agreement with Vera would help you, as she would assist you, but she’s been less than cooperative.”

“You asked for my help precisely because she wasn’t cooperative,” Nathan pointed out. “Besides, she did help me out.”

“And now you’ve sacrificed a lot to save her. Probably more than she’ll ever give you in return.” Anna fixed him with her gaze. “Don’t lie to me. The soldiers said that Fei practically had to carry you up to the wall. Vera even admitted you couldn’t fight when you helped her. What happens if the Federation arrives here in the morning?”

Nathan finished his cup and placed it on the table. Unlike with Anna’s coffee, Kuda didn’t instantly whisk his away for a refill.

“Let’s lay this on the table then,” Nathan said, his tone serious. “First, the Federation probably won’t march on this fortress straight away. They have no way of knowing that we’ve been seriously weakened by the demonic invasion. What they do know is that we showed up in Vera’s tower despite that invasion. A normal Bastion would assume that means I crushed the invasion without any real difficulty and play it cautiously.”

Anna nodded, her eyes bright and expression focused.

Nathan continued while raising two fingers, “Second, even if they do show up, the fortress is well fortified. The barrier will prevent any siege weapons or Champions from knocking down the walls easily. The ditches, walls, and your soldiers—yes, that means you are helping—can keep any non-magical assailants at bay.”

Raising a third finger, he said, “Third, it won’t take long to recover my power. I’ll have enough to top Fei up in the morning. Once Vera is feeling better, she can help defend. Most of my summons survived the demonic invasion, so I don’t need to waste power recreating them. And although Sen’s tired, she should be fine in the morning. Even I’ll be able to fight. The binding stone is low on power, but I can use my own sorcery.”

Anna took a bite of her cake while the explanation soaked in, her gaze wandering. Kuda placed another cup of coffee in front of Nathan. Noticeably, there was no cake for him.

“Sen’s the name of the bandit girl you took in, right?” Anna asked.

“You met her last time you were here,” Nathan said.

“Mmm,” Anna said. She sipped her coffee. “I have two questions about that. More, really, but two for now.”

Nathan had expected this to come at some point.

“If she had the power to use such powerful magic before, why didn’t she use it against you? Or against me?” Anna frowned. “You seemed to capture her far too easily, and I don’t remember Vera mentioning anything about any tornadoes of flame.”

Nathan coughed. “Actually, Sen tried to cast that spell both times we met her.”

“What?”

“Yes. Fortunately, a sixth rank spell takes too long to cast in a normal battle to be usable without proper support, so she never succeeded. But she tried,” Nathan explained.

Anna stared at him, her cup frozen in front of her lips. “You mean when you fought her in front of Trantia the day after you arrived, she—”

Nathan nodded.

Slowly, Anna placed her cup on the table. It shook as she let it go, and Anna quickly placed her hands together in her lap. Kuda’s eyes narrowed, and his tail moved for the first time since Nathan had met him.

“I believe I owe you an additional thank you, Bastion,” Anna said, her voice flat.

“I just—”

“Do not blow this off,” Anna snapped. She froze, closed her eyes, and schooled her expression. “Thank you for preventing Trantia from being turned into an ashen wasteland. The description of the power of her spell made a strong impression on my officers. They believed that she must have been holding back as a bandit.” Anna rubbed her face. “Goddess, how did you even recruit her? And don’t say it’s due to your skill in bed.”

Nathan loudly slurped his coffee. This earned him a glare, and he grinned at Anna.

“Fine, keep your secrets,” she muttered. “Although I can’t believe both she and Jafeila are both interested in you. They’ll tear you apart once they find out.”

“You think they don’t know?” Nathan laughed.

“This is funny to you?” Anna asked incredulously.

Nathan blinked, realizing she was serious. And even a little angry. He glanced at Kuda, who shook his head.

“You don’t know much about beastkin, do you?” Nathan said.

“Don’t patronize me.”

“I’m not. But I’m used to people at least knowing that beastkin are polyamorous,” Nathan explained.

Anna looked at him blankly, then she turned her head to face Kuda and raised a questioning eyebrow.

Kuda coughed. “It means that we willing to share our partners. In both the sexual and romantic senses of the word, mistress.”

“Sexual,” Anna repeated.

“Yes. Different races of beastkin have different preferences, but it is a common trait across our entire species,” Kuda explained. “Hence young Jafeila’s willingness to pursue Bastion Nathan, even though he is romantically and sexually involved with Sen.”

Anna faced Nathan again, her cheeks flushed. “I don’t remember Sen being a beastkin.”

“There’s a concept for this sort of thing happening with Bastions,” Nathan said, feeling sheepish. “The beastkin don’t care about the feelings of the humans. This means the human Champions get caught up in the flow of the beastkin Champions.”

This was exactly what happened between Nathan and Vala. Vala had been his first Champion in Falmir, and his bond with her had been strong.

Except the beastkin he picked up in the ruins of the Empire didn’t really care. They saw Nathan as a strong mate, their Bastion, and ripe for sharing. Vala could push back, but the beastkin didn’t play along.

Or even if they did, something invariably happened that broke everything down. The animalistic traits of the beastkin caused some unique sexual problems at times. Vala eventually gave up and let the beastkin join her, and that opened the floodgates.

“I don’t remember reading anything like this,” Anna mumbled. “And a lot of legendary Bastions don’t sleep with all of their Champions like Leopold does.”

“The Empire has the largest proportion of beastkin Champions of any nation. It comes with the territory,” Nathan said.

“You could say no?” Anna suggested.

Nathan loudly slurped his coffee and ignored Anna’s glare.

“Fine,” she said, and stood up. Then she mumbled, “Something to keep in mind for the future, I suppose.”

“Did you say something?” Nathan asked.

“Yes, but you don’t need to worry about it for now.” Anna smiled. “Good night, Nathan. I suppose I’ll see you in the morning. Or the afternoon, if nobody invades. I wouldn’t mind some additional sleep.”

Kuda looked unimpressed at the idea of Anna sleeping in until the afternoon. Nathan got the distinct impression that Anna’s dream of staying in bed would not come to fruition.

With this conversation over, Nathan slipped away. He made his way to his bedroom. The hallways were silent. Everybody was asleep, save for a few patrolling guards. The celebration outside had ended. Despite all of this, Nathan felt wide awake.

The knowledge of an impending battle pumped adrenaline through his body. His nerves seared his body like fire, and it took everything he had to move calmly.

Maybe this was also a side-effect of using too much magic. Nathan usually kept his calm better, but he felt on edge. His years of experience didn’t help him tonight.

He pushed open the door to his room.

“Oh, you’re finally back,” Fei chirped from his bed.


Chapter 27




Fei lay on top of Nathan’s bed, her arms wrapped around his pillow. Her body was pressed into the soft fabric, hiding much of her body. He noticed that her hair was messy, probably because she had been rubbing her face against his pillow.

He also noticed that she was naked save for one of his jackets. Her bushy tail was the only thing hiding the tantalizing curves of her bare ass. Fei held as much attraction to him now as she had in his timeline.

“You realize I have to sleep on that, right?” Nathan said, pointing at his bed.

Fei rubbed her face against his pillow and wiggled her entire body from side to side. “All the more reason for me to do this.”

The room smelled more of Fei than Nathan at this point. How long had she been in here, he wondered. Her uniform was strewn across the floor, and his used clothes hamper had been rifled through.

“Bad kitten,” Nathan said as he sat on the edge of the bed.

He scratched behind Fei’s cat ears. She mewled, arching her back. Her eyes curved as she looked up at him and grinned.

“You seem to like it when I’m bad,” Fei purred.

The beastkin shifted her body to the side so that she was pressing her bare legs against him. Her heat poured into him. She licked her lips and rubbed her tail against his back.

Nathan remembered her words from before the battle and realized that Fei was following through. Her arousal was practically dripping onto the bed. She had proven herself and wanted to claim her prize.

“Aren’t you tired after the battle?” Nathan asked gently. He ruffled her hair.

Fei shook her head. “I’m fine. And I know you are too.” She grinned.

Rather than fine, Nathan would describe Fei as running on fumes. Her eyes were lidded and flickered shut every few seconds. Her ears twitched constantly. She purred incessantly, but her tail rubbed against his back at inconsistent intervals.

She was tired, but knew what she wanted.

“You like it here?” Nathan asked.

“Mmm,” Fei mumbled. “It’s so much nicer than my village. I get more food, and it’s far better. You’re nicer than the meisters ever were and let me decide what I want to do. I never thought I’d actually become a Champion. A lot of the other beastkin taken into the academy were sent back to their villages. I was told that most Champions-in-training never receive an enhancement.”

She rubbed her face into his pillow. A few seconds later, she came up for air.

“But you made me your Champion right away. You believed in me,” Fei said, her green eyes bright and watery. “My instincts have been screaming at me to do so many things to you, but I’ve known that I needed to prove myself to you.”

Nathan blinked. “Instincts?”

Fei grinned at him, her face lewd. She reached behind herself with a hand. Her fingers came up sticky. “Instincts. I’m a beastkin. I want a mate. I’m of age. If I hadn’t been taken to the academy, I’d probably have found somebody in my village by now. But I know they wouldn’t be anywhere near as good as you. Sen doesn’t get it. You probably don’t either.”

Nathan rubbed her head again. She purred, and he listened closely. The sound was happy. Genuinely happy.

He did get it. He simply hadn’t realized Fei had fallen this hard for him.

The Fei he had known had been more stand-offish. Wary. Her experiences with war, Bastions, and humans in general had led her to take a slower approach with him. Wooing her had taken time, and her declaration that he was her mate been a hesitant one. As if admitting it would cause him to disappear. He had never probed the Jafeila from his timeline about what had happened in the past to make her so careful.

Now he wished he had. Had she fallen head over heels for her first Bastion, only to lose him and become heart-broken?

Fei mewled, and Nathan realized it didn’t matter.

The Fei in front of him was the real Fei. Right now, he could only touch, feel, and hear one Jafeila, and she was the beastkin rubbing against him in his bedroom.

Nathan shut away his worries and thoughts relating to the Jafeila from his timeline. He didn’t forget her, but he did his best to stop actively comparing this Fei to the version he had known. He wanted to make this Fei happy.

A moan rose within Fei’s throat as Nathan ran his hand along her taut ass. Her tail wagged. She felt slick to the touch, and Nathan realized this was sweat, rather than arousal.

“Why don’t we clean up first,” Nathan whispered in Fei’s ear. It twitched, tickling his face.

“Don’t we do that after?” Fei said with wide eyes.

“We can do both.”

Nathan began to strip off outside the bathroom, as if to lure Fei over to him. She stared with wide eyes as more of his skin showed. When his cock popped out, already half-erect, she nearly panted.

Fei bounced off the bed and flung off the jacket. Her breasts jiggled from the movement. Nathan noticed the slickness of her thighs, and the small wet patch on the bed.

As he led her into the shower, Fei became handsy. Her fingers played with his length and she gasped as he began to grow.

She yelped when the shower’s cold water splashed over her. Then glared at him.

“We are cleaning up, you realize,” he said.

She rolled her eyes, then kneeled in front of him. He admired her plump, naked body. Her voluptuous curves were on show, and she rubbed her hands over her massive breasts with a grin. His eyes wandered lower. He took in her thick, fleshy thighs and the hint of pink he saw between them.

“I’m your mate. I’ll do the cleaning my way,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.

“Really? I haven’t said that you’re my mate,” Nathan teased.

Her tongue lapped up the liquid dripping from him. She eyed him. “Maybe. But I’m still your mate. I’m your first Champion, so I get to be your mate.”

“What about Sen?”

“What about her?” Fei huffed and pumped his length. “I was here first. She can join in if she wants.”

Nathan held back a laugh and ruffled her hair. Fei grinned and continued to harden him up. Her eyes widened.

“You’re a little bigger than I expected,” she mumbled.

“Keep going,” he said.

She licked and suckled at his length, her eyes wide. He held her head gently while warm water beat down on the two of them. Her fingers worked beneath her, and he heard her moans around his length.

Slowly, she built up a rhythm. Her head bobbed back and forth. Her tongue lapped up every drop it could. He felt her throat coiling around him, and the pressure of her mouth pleasured him.

Her eyes stared up at his face, lidded but focused. She watched for every movement he made and adjusted her movements to match. Everything Fei did was to please Nathan. Her fingers moved faster the happier she thought he was, and she moaned harder and longer in response to his groans.

Nathan gently pushed her toward his groin. She responded by taking him all the way. Her eyes snapped wide open when he flooded her stomach. When he pulled out of her mouth with a pop, she followed, her tongue lapping up the beads of white that dripped out.

“We need to clean up, you know,” he chided, trying to pull her upright.

She grumbled but let him pull her up. Then he slid her fingers inside her and she smiled like an idiot, leaning against him. She bucked and heaved as she climaxed from his attention, her juices pouring down her legs.

Once out of the shower, Fei dried the two of them off. She stopped him from grabbing a towel and helping, hissing all the while. Her eyes lingered on his erection, which hadn’t wavered.

“Is that normal?” she asked.

“Consider it part of the package,” Nathan said. Evidently, Kadria’s magic still worked.

He led Fei back to the bed. The exhaustion was setting in and he collapsed on the bed. Fei gave him a kiss, their tongues entwining repeatedly for several minutes. She moaned and pressed her body against his. Her hand rubbed his cock.

“You can’t go to sleep yet,” she said with a smile.

Fei pulled Nathan up. Then she positioned herself on all fours and thrust her ass into the air. Her fingers ensured she was ready, and Nathan smelled her raw arousal in the air.

He pressed himself against her entrance. Fei moaned. His hands sank into her ass while her tail brushed against his chest.

Then he hilted himself in her. Fei sank her head into the mattress, muffling her sweet moans. Although he waited before moving, Nathan found it unnecessary. Fei bucked her hips against his within moments, begging him to start thrusting.

The two fell into a pleasant rhythm. He knew her weak points and preferred speed. She rewarded him by covering his balls and both of their thighs with her juices. The smacking of his body into her ass filled the room as he pushed them both toward climax.

Fei screamed first. Her insides tightened around Nathan as she climaxed. She quivered and moaned, her tongue lolling out on the bed. Nathan didn’t slow, and she mewled in pleasure. Her insides contracted around him. She wanted to extract everything from him.

Moments later, he made her his mate for real. He reached his peak and emptied himself. When he slipped out of her, not a drop escaped. The greedy girl. Her fingers rubbed against her entrance, as if to check that she hadn’t lost any of her prize.

“More?” she mewled, her eyes wide and watery.

“In the morning?” Nathan gasped out. He was truly exhausted. He collapsed on the bed.

Fei ignored him. She straddled him and slipped him inside of her. “You’re still so big and hard.”

It was in this moment that Nathan realized the true purpose of Kadria’s magic, and the danger it posed to him. If he never grew soft from exhaustion, then his women would never think he was spent.

The physical stimulation kept him awake for hours as Fei rode herself to sleep. She was a very happy beastkin.
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As Nathan predicted, the Federation didn’t lay siege the next day. Or even the day after.

Three days after the demonic invasion, the Federation rolled up through Gharrick Pass. Innumerable orange banners fluttered in the sky, each bearing the emblem of the Amica Federation. The army destroyed the abandoned checkpoint and defenses at the end of the pass.

“There’s a lot more of them than I thought there’d be,” Anna said. She stood on top of the outer wall, along with Nathan, Vera, and the others. All of them watched the Federation army encamp.

Anna shivered and held her arms around her body, rubbing her sides vigorously. The day was overcast, and a chill wind blew from the west.

The weather hadn’t improved over the past few days. Nathan wondered if it might rain soon. The idea certainly didn’t warm the hearts of the besiegers.

Nathan removed his jacket and placed it over Anna’s shoulders. She shot him a smile. The sight of her huddling beneath his jacket warmed him. Which was good, because nothing else was.

“You’re going to get a chill,” Sen admonished him.

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “And this isn’t that large of an army. I expected more.”

“Really? For an attack on Gharrick Pass?” Anna asked.

“The Amica Federation is invading the Anfang Empire. This may be the boonies, but it’s still part of one of the greatest nations on Doumahr.” Nathan shook his head. “I don’t have the slightest clue what they’re up to. I know the Federation has more soldiers than this on its western front. Where’s their Bastion? I’ve only spotted two Champions, and maybe a single sorcerer.”

“Two?” Anna frowned.

Fei chimed in. “The one with the onyx. Sunstorm, I think?” Sen nodded at Fei, and Fei continued, “Plus there’s one with an amethyst. She looked human as well.”

“Isn’t that bad?” Vera said. “They have two monogem Champions. You have one.”

“Hey!” Sen said. “I can give as good as any Champion.”

Vera eyed Sen, but said nothing.

Nathan ignored the bickering. For her part, Anna took his lead and gestured for him to continue.

“If this is all the Federation can spare, then even if they win, they can’t hold the fortress.” Nathan stuck his thumb over his shoulder and pointed at the keep. “Without a Bastion, they can’t claim the binding stone. Once reinforcements arrive, the Empire will reclaim the pass and this will have been a colossal waste of time, resources, and Champions. To say nothing of the political goodwill between the Empire and Federation.”

Nathan frowned. He wondered whether that was Leopold’s plan right now. The Bastion promised to send reinforcements, but they had yet to arrive. A duogem Champion could win this battle almost single-handedly, but Leopold hadn’t sent one. Was he busy, or waiting to see if Nathan won the battle for him?

Because the Empire would win this war no matter what. With the demonic portal suppressed, the danger of the Empire’s collapse had passed. And Leopold knew that the Federation had committed heresy in their invasion attempt. He held all the cards.

“I want to say you have a good poker face, Nathan, but you make a much scarier face when you’re thinking about the bigger picture,” Anna said. She poked Nathan’s cheek. Fei squawked at the sight.

“Do I?” he asked.

“Your jaw locks, your eyes go distant, your nostrils flare, and you seem to exude a much more serious and mature atmosphere,” Anna explained. She smiled lightly. “It’s cute. I like it.”

“You promised you wouldn’t call me cute again,” Nathan said. “In any case, this army is still worrisome. But it doesn’t contain any nasty surprises, such as a duogem Champion or an enemy Bastion. They must be busy elsewhere.”

“Like Forselle Valley?” Vera asked.

“They’d have to be supremely arrogant, and supremely stupid, to attack both Gharrick Pass and Forselle Valley at the same time,” Nathan said.

“Maybe it’s your lucky day.”

Nathan laughed bitterly. “Maybe. I’d prefer my lucky day to be the day when this army attacks, personally.”

The Federation erected trebuchets to bombard the walls. The stones they launched shattered on the barrier powered by the binding stone. Nathan had set one up a couple of weeks ago, and it projected a dome across the entire fortress, including the exterior ditches.

Next, a sorcerer wearing bright orange robes led nearly a hundred magic users in battle robes to the front of the encampment. The magic users began glowing. They held their palms in front of them, chanting nonsense. At the front, the sorcerer waved his arms about. Eventually, a pentagon appeared around the sorcerer’s body.

“What is that?” Sen asked.

“He’s fueling his spell with the power of other magic users,” Nathan explained. “Most sorcerers struggle to cast anything above fourth rank spells. I basically exhaust myself with fifth rank spells unless I use the binding stone or a leyline. That’s why sorcerers typically use a cairn.”

“Why doesn’t he use the leyline then? That’s what Ifrit is teaching me to tap into.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Let’s say you’re in enemy territory. Your enemy has complete control over all the resources and weapons. You’re running low on supplies. You decide to steal one of his weapons. What do you think happens when you try to use it against him?”

“I don’t follow,” Sen said, furrowing her brow.

Nathan sighed. “I control the leyline here, Sen. I’m the Bastion. If he taps into the leyline, I make him go pop.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“Yep. This close together, the leyline and binding stone are essentially the same thing. Think of the binding stone as a super cairn, and I own it. It grants me power, but it can run out. But at least I can stop others from using it. Sorcerers can’t quite do the same with cairns, although they can set up traps,” Nathan explained.

“Wait, so I’m tapping into your energy reserve when I use the leyline here?” Sen asked.

“More or less.”

“Isn’t that bad?”

Nathan laughed. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but the amount of energy I use from the binding stone is orders of magnitude higher than anything you and Fei use. Bastions are horribly inefficient. I can top Fei up ten times for the price of a single supercharged fourth rank spell. That’s why Bastions use Champions and possession. We kind of suck at this fighting thing.”

“You flooded the portal by yourself,” Sen pointed out.

“And nearly collapsed from the effort.” He physically pointed at her. “Meanwhile, you wiped out basically every demon at once with a single spell. I took out a fraction of what you did, for the same effort. And once you’re used to Ifrit’s power, you’ll be able to dip into my reserves and do it time and time again. But I won’t. Not to the same degree.”

Sen nodded.

Outside the wall, the Federation sorcerer continued to cast his fifth rank spell. Slowly but surely, he prepared something that would probably destroy the barrier.

“Um, shouldn’t we do something?” Sen asked. She put a hand on the greatsword slung over her shoulder.

“Feel free. I thought Fei was going to run in while we talked, but maybe she’s napping. Or having her tail fluffed by a guard.” Nathan shrugged.

“As if she’ll let anybody touch her tail other than you. She nearly bit my hand off this morning when I brushed it in bed.” Sen rolled her eyes. “Um, what rank of spell?”

“You know what rank,” Nathan drawled. “Don’t even think about sixth rank.”

“But—”

“If you lose control of it, then you’re as likely to take out the fortress as the enemy army. You’re still tired from the demonic invasion. Plus, there are two Champions in the enemy army, and an enemy sorcerer. They’ll detect your spell and may counter it. Don’t waste time on high rank spells until you’re more talented.” Nathan bonked her on the head. “Or else you’ll end up like this sorcerer is going to.”

Sen grumbled and cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. A meteor shot down from the sky within seconds.

The sorcerer reacted quickly, dropping his own spell. The magic users behind him weren’t as fast. While the Federation sorcerer threw up a glowing barrier, his subordinates stared at him like idiots.

Then most of them died, as the meteor hit the ground and turned their formation into a crater. The sorcerer’s barrier held, although he looked winded. He dropped to his knees. A handful of magic users remained. They stared at the remains of their comrades, stupefied.

Sen flung bolts of fire at the sorcerer. He protected himself with a wall of earth. It shattered after a few hits, and superheated chunks of earth exploded everywhere. The few remaining magic users went down screaming from the shrapnel.

“He got away,” Sen said, lowering her hands.

A tunnel lay where the sorcerer had been. He had dug his way out during the commotion.

“The magic users were expendable to him,” Nathan said. “We’ll need to get him in the battle. I doubt he’ll expose himself like that again.”

Rain fell that night. Nathan kept an eye on the Federation from his office.

He had supplies to last a month. If the Federation took too long, then Leopold would arrive and break the siege. Or maybe the Federation would send reinforcements. He didn’t know.

But he did know that he gained more strength with each passing day. The binding stone’s power restored itself from the leylines, and Nathan became a fighting force again. The Federation couldn’t starve him out, and they likely knew it.

But what he really wanted from this battle was to capture Sunstorm. He didn’t know who the amethyst monogem was, and he didn’t care. She was a Champion that he would defeat in order to win this battle.

But he would capture Sunstorm.

Two more uneventful days passed. The enemy built ladders in their camp. A large battering ram slowly formed into being, with a huge steel cap waiting nearby. The Federation soldiers had brought it through the pass with them, but were busy harvesting the wood for the frame from the nearby forest.

The ditch prevented rams from getting close to the walls, but the main gate had flat land in front of it for obvious reasons. It remained one of the few weak points in the fortress.

Eventually, the mud cleared after that single night of rain. The sun beamed down. The Federation army lined up outside the fortress. Ladders, trebuchets, and the enormous steel-capped battering ram menaced from a distance.

Nathan stood in a tower on the outer wall. Sen and Fei were next to him. His defenders took up positions across the walls, manning ballistae and mangonels. This was a conventional siege, so their training would be of far more use here.

Many of the ladders would reach the walls. The soldiers would fight them off and protect the civilians.

Anna holed up in the keep. Kuda and a handful of hoplites protected her.

The rest of the hoplites protected the keep. Initially, Nathan had planned to send them out and harass the enemy army as they charged. But he didn’t have the numbers, and two enemy Champions would make short work of his summons.

Instead, he wanted a defensive force for the keep. Sunstorm might try to sneak in and assassinate Anna, or try something related to the binding stone or portal.

As a precaution, Nathan had sealed the gate to the portal with an additional spell. The entrance to the lower levels had been sealed as well. Only he, Fei, and Sen could get down there now. Not even the summons had access, as he worried that Sunstorm would just carry one down there by force.

Rocks crashed into the barrier. Nathan’s thoughts returned to the battlefield.

The Federation soldiers jeered from a distance. Minutes passed. Rock after useless rock exploded on the barrier.

“Fei, would you join Vera on the walls,” Nathan said.

“Eh? Why?” she asked.

“There’s two enemy Champions. There’s a good chance they’ll try to pick us off one by one,” he explained. “It’s better if we’re in pairs. You can hold them back long enough if they both attack Vera, at least until me and Sen arrive.”

Fei smiled and gave an enthusiastic nod. “Of course. I’ll be off then.” She darted in and gave him a kiss on the cheek, then leaped out of the tower.

Sen grumbled at the show of affection. “You let her get away with so much.”

“You can do the same, you know.” Nathan tugged at his gloves. Nothing much was happening yet, so he kept himself entertained with small talk.

“I’m beginning to realize I have to,” Sen said. “She may as well not even have her own bedroom, given she spends every night in yours. Does she even use her own clothes?”

“Her uniform?” Nathan offered.

“Sure, but other than that? She steals your worn clothes to wear when off-duty and to sleep in.” Sen grumbled.

“You seem upset.”

“Not really.” Sen crossed her arms. “Maybe a little. We sparred last night, to see who got to wake you up each morning. I lost every round, and she took pity on me and let me share anyway.”

Nathan ran a hand over his face to hide his grin. “That wasn’t smart.”

“I know that now,” Sen grumbled. “She’s so damn fast. And those flames of hers consume my magic. They’re so unfair! What kind of monogem ability are they?”

“The sort that lasts about five to ten minutes under heavy use?” Nathan explained.

Sen blinked.

“Fei’s ability is more of a bodyguard ability,” Nathan said. “If she’s away from me for too long, she’ll become less useful. Most Champions have abilities that are less power hungry, so they can operate away from their Bastion or a binding stone for long periods of time.”

“So there’s a trade-off to some gem abilities,” Sen said.

“There’s a trade-off to everything a Champion gets from a gem. Fei has a powerful gem ability, but she’s weaker than most monogem Champions when not actively using it. And an amethyst or diamond Champion can fight several battles without needing to refill their gem.”

In truth, Nathan had misgivings about Fei’s sapphire. But he had told himself not to worry about who she had been in his timeline, so he let things go. He told himself that he could adjust her sapphire if necessary. She was going to become a trigem Champion, so there was plenty of room to tweak her future abilities to make her well-rounded.

Shouts rippled along the walls. Nathan looked down to see the mangonels and ballistae begin firing. The Federation soldiers crossed the field. They pushed large wooden shields in front of them, and the frames were mounted on wheels—these were known as mantlets. Behind them came the ram and companies of soldiers carrying ladders.

Nathan scratched his chin. It all seemed like a lot of work for the Federation to put in.

“Sen, light them up,” he ordered.

“Seems a bit mean, doesn’t it,” she said, but raised her arms anyway.

“Last time I checked, they’re invading us. They didn’t even pay the toll.”

“Rude,” Sen chirped. A pair of squares hovered in front of her palms.

This was why Nathan didn’t worry too much about the siege weapons. In a battle between Champions and Bastions, a conventional army didn’t matter. Sen’s spells would light the field ablaze. Some ladders would make it to the walls, probably because of the interference of the Federation sorcerer. But not enough to let the Federation’s numerical advantage matter.

Nathan felt something in the corner of the tower. He spun and spotted the ball of shadow.

“Down,” he yelled. He tackled Sen.

Sunstorm burst into the room. Her eyes screamed murder at Nathan. She looked around wildly, searching for something.

Or someone.

“She’s not here,” she muttered. Her gaze fixed on Nathan, who stood back up.

“You’ll do,” Sunstorm said. She pointed her sword at him. “It won’t matter if Lilac gets the catgirl’s head, if I can give yours to Master Theus.”
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“You seem angry. Any particular reason?” Nathan asked the woman trying to decapitate him.

Sunstorm growled at him. Her eyes flickered around the tower as she assessed her surroundings.

“I see you replaced your uniform. A shame. You looked better without it,” Nathan said. He shifted his sword across his body.

“Do you think that you can give yourself an advantage with words?” Sunstorm retorted. She twirled her swords.

Sen remained behind Nathan. The ladder to the lower level of the tower was in the center, and they needed to get past Sunstorm to use it.

Not that they would. Climbing down a ladder with a bloodthirsty Champion trying to murder him was a terrible idea. Nathan struggled to imagine dumber ways to die right now.

“You’re an assassin, aren’t you?” Nathan asked.

Sunstorm blinked. “What makes you think that?”

“Onyx gems aren’t used by front-line fighters. Teleportation, shadow doubles, the ability to hide in shadow, to create shadows: your gem ability is flexible, and screams assassin. Especially because none of it helps you hit harder.” Nathan kept a close eye on the corners of the tower, but saw no shadows. “You’re good with your swords, but that’s about it. So what else could you be?”

Sunstorm’s hazel eyes bore into him. “You seem to know a lot about my abilities given we’ve fought twice.”

“I’m observant,” Nathan quipped.

Hopefully, she wouldn’t look too deeply. Or assumed he had some other means to know about her abilities. If she escaped again—which was a real possibility given her gem—then she could spread some damaging rumors about him.

“Evidently.” Sunstorm twirled her swords again. She showed no sign of aggression. For whatever reason, she was content to hold the two here.

The reason was obvious.

If Sunstorm hadn’t interrupted Nathan and Sen when she had, then Sen would have ended this assault before it started. Her spells would obliterate the Federation siege engines.

Nathan hoped that Vera might be able to do some of the heavy lifting. Unfortunately, he heard an ominous crackling sound in the distance. From experience, he recognized that as the sound of spells countering one another in mid-air. Evidently the Federation sorcerer was talented at counter-spells. No wonder he had survived Sen’s onslaught.

Nathan found himself torn. Did he continue to stall and hope that Fei arrived, allowing him to capture Sunstorm easily? Or did he send Sen out to deal with the attackers and try to pin Sunstorm down, hoping that he had enough power in the binding stone to weather her assault?

“You seem a little overconfident in your abilities if you think you can defeat both of us,” Nathan said.

“I’d say that you seem a little overconfident in the allegiance of your newfound ally,” Sunstorm said. She nodded her head at Sen.

A moment passed.

Then another moment.

Sunstorm frowned. “Are… Are you serious, Sen?”

“Um, did you expect me to do something?” Sen asked.

“You were supposed to stab him in the back!”

“Why?” Sen sounded genuinely confused. She looked between Nathan and Sunstorm.

“We’re allies! Friends! I promised that I would find you a place in a sorcery school in the Federation. We…” Sunstorm’s face turns red, and she glares at Nathan. Her voice dropped to an inaudible mumble.

“Sorry, didn’t catch that,” Nathan said.

“I don’t want you to hear it,” Sunstorm growled.

“Um, I didn’t hear it either,” Sen said. “But I’m pretty sure she’s talking about the time I had sex with her.”

“What?” Nathan asked.

“Don’t say it out loud,” Sunstorm screeched.

Sunstorm froze for several moments, then pointed her sword at Nathan. Her breathing deepened, and she bared her teeth.

“Look, just stab him, light his body on fire, and we can go back to how things were. He’s wide open,” Sunstorm said. “This will all be over, and I can give you the future that I promised you in the Federation.”

Sen’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll do that. I’ll make a similar offer to you, though. Nathan’s a lot more attractive than this Theus guy you talked about.”

Sunstorm smirked. “No.”

“Ouch. That was a fast rejection,” Nathan said. He knew he wasn’t exactly a model, but was this Theus guy really that attractive?

Not that it mattered, he supposed.

Nathan glanced over his shoulder. The Federation had breached the walls. The fighting was sporadic, but there was a noticeable number of tan and gray uniforms fighting his soldiers. No sign of Fei yet.

He had to assume that meant that this Lilac had engaged her.

“Err, he’s a lot smarter?” Sen tried.

“… I have to give you that one,” Sunstorm muttered. “But it’s not much of a competition. The Federation is still the superior choice, Sen. Didn’t you tell me about how the Empire ignored you and your friends? The Federation would have given Derek and everybody else a chance.”

“Derek’s dead,” Sen said flatly. “And Nathan’s different.”

“Nathan killed Derek,” Sunstorm pointed out.

“And he’s offering me a future far greater than anything you can. Anything that your Theus can. You can have the same thing,” Sen said.

Sunstorm sighed. She scratched the back of her head with the pommel of one of her swords.

“I can only imagine what sweet words you’ve told her,” Sunstorm said. “Or perhaps you are more than you seem.”

“Wow. I expected you to try to stab me,” Nathan said.

“Sen isn’t the first person I’ve met who seemed unduly impressed with you. A good assassin needs to judge her targets wisely. I’ll be sure to mount your head on an appropriately sized board and make it the centerpiece of the room it’s in.” Sunstorm twirled her swords again.

Stalling over, Nathan assumed.

Fei still hadn’t appeared. He had to assume that the other Federation Champion was keeping her busy.

The Federation’s choice of tactics surprised him. Splitting up their Champions was the opposite of what he would do. Then again, Sunstorm had believed that Sen would help her.

A puff of shadow signaled the start of the battle. Nathan spun, triangles shimmering into existence over his hands. He grabbed Sen and pushed her toward the ladder. Above him, Sunstorm appeared, swords arcing toward his head.

Nathan’s spells fired off, and blades of wind deflected her swords. Nathan thrust upward. Sunstorm narrowly caught his blade between her chest and arm, but she was still falling.

Stepping back, Nathan let go of his sword. His hand flashed as he pointed it at the location that Sunstorm would hit the ground. His wind blast blew Sunstorm to literal pieces.

Tiny puffs of shadow floated in the air where Sunstorm’s shadow decoy had been destroyed. Nathan’s sword clanked on the stone floor, bouncing several times. Nathan cursed, and nearly bit his tongue off as Sunstorm kicked him square in the jaw.

The glint of metal caught his eye, and Nathan snapped his arm up to catch her sword before she took his head off. Flames overtook his vision. They cleared a moment later, leaving a charred Sunstorm staring at Sen in disbelief.

“Don’t light me on fire!” Sunstorm shouted.

“I feel you misunderstood our conversation,” Sen said.

“… You really prefer him over me?” Sunstorm muttered, her eyes widening.

Nathan saw the moment Sunstorm’s heart broke. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

The assassin’s fists tightened around her swords. Nathan worried that the threads of her gloves were going to explode. They looked awfully stretched by how tightly Sunstorm gripped her sword hilts.

“I won’t let you kill him. If you won’t join him, then I have no choice,” Sen said. “This is a war. You chose your side. I chose mine.”

Sunstorm grimaced. “I wish I could be angry. I should be angry. I don’t know what you’ve done to her, Bastion—”

“Nathan,” he said.

“… I know your name,” Sunstorm said. Her eyes bore into his again. “Do you actually care for her? Or is she your puppet, like I suspect she is?”

“Does my answer matter to you? I feel like you’ve made up your mind.” Nathan couldn’t deny that Sunstorm’s opinion of him hurt. He cared for her, even if she hated him right now.

“Hmph. True,” Sunstorm grunted out. “In the end, I suppose we can only determine this with swords and magic. If you’re half the Bastion you appear to be, then Sen’s fate will be in your hands. If you’re the lucky charlatan I think you are, then I’ll take her back and give her the life she deserves.”

Nathan felt that Sunstorm was being a little fatalistic, but that was natural for her.

Before Sunstorm moved, Sen hit her with another blast of fire. Sunstorm shouted something about it being “unfair,” but Nathan didn’t care.

He grabbed Sen by the waist and leaped from the tower. They soared through the air. Soldiers scurried about on the wall below them. Not all of them wore Empire uniforms.

Nathan’s body glowed as he pumped magic into his muscles. He crash-landed on top of several Federation soldiers. They screamed as his magically empowered legs shattered their bones. Sen’s flames obliterated the rest.

A battle raged around them. Thousands of Federation soldiers charged the walls, climbing across ditches and hiding behind the wooden mantlets they brought with them. A familiar crackling sound filled the air. Vera and the Federation sorcerer were still going at it, countering each other’s spells, and neither had found an edge.

Stones pummeled the Federation soldiers. Arrows and crossbow bolts pierced them. Ballistae pinned them to the ground. A handful of magic users from Anna’s private guard unleashed what little firepower they could, and lit fires along the front of the walls.

Hot oil poured down the ladders, knocking soldiers off and sending them screaming to a painful death below. The oil stuck to the wood, making the climb even more difficult for future climbers as their hands slipped and the oil dripped onto their skin. Immediately after, the defenders threw down hot sand. It burned faces, slipped between armor, and stuck to the oil on the ladders.

But the sheer number of ladders was too much. The Federation climbed the walls. The fighting had thickened, and Nathan had dropped right into it.

Elsewhere, the ram crept up to the gate. Ear-shattering booms resounded throughout the fortress as its enormous steel cap slammed into the reinforced gate.

“Get back here!” Sunstorm screamed from the top of the tower. She vanished into the shadows of the tower. Within moments, she would be down here with them.

An arc of blue fire in the distance caught Nathan’s attention.

Fei fought with another woman, only a few years older than she was. Lilac, Nathan assumed from the amethyst.

Lilac had the same olive skin and dark hair that Sunstorm did. Another Champion from the Kurai Peninsula, he realized. The Federation had taken in many people from the Kurai Peninsula after its invasion by demons decades ago.

The duel should have been short, in Nathan’s opinion. Lilac moved quickly, and her blows were strong. She knocked Fei’s scimitar aside with her curved longsword—Nathan had been told by Narime and Sunstorm that it was called a katana. But Lilac couldn’t follow through on her blows for one simple reason.

Fei’s flames would turn her into ash.

Pieces of Lilac’s lacquered wooden armor bubbled and peeled. Fei hurled flames with every swing and dodged backward rather than press the attack. She knew that Lilac was stronger and faster, but it didn’t matter. The difference wasn’t enough for Lilac to strike a killing blow. The amethyst Champion grit her teeth and swung her sword countless times, scoring scratches and glancing blows. None of them made a difference as her armor peeled away.

Then it happened. Fei held back an attack. No flames swept out from her sword as her scimitar swept high above Lilac’s head. She darted back and raised her guard, but the damage was done.

Lilac glanced behind her and saw the Empire soldiers. They kept their distance from the dueling Champions, but were desperately fighting against Federation soldiers.

With a grin, Lilac darted into the melee taking place on the wall. Fei followed with a shout. Empire soldiers dropped like flies as Lilac’s sword cut them to pieces.

Even when Fei caught up, she didn’t use her flames. Couldn’t use her flames. If she did, she’d burn her comrades to death instantly. Lilac deflected Fei’s weakened blows and slashed at her with renewed vigor. Blood streamed from Fei’s chest as she took deeper wounds.

Lilac retreated every time the Empire soldiers thinned. She knew that her victory depended on being surrounded by human shields.

And Fei had to follow, or Lilac would slaughter the defenseless soldiers.

Nathan cursed. Lilac had stumbled upon a powerful tactic. Fei didn’t yet have the control over her ability or experience to easily defeat Lilac in this situation. Now his defenses crumbled, while Fei bled out.

“Sen,” he snapped.

“On it,” Sen said, raising her arms and casting a fourth rank spell.

Sunstorm appeared behind them. Nathan stepped between her and Sen.

“You don’t need to bother,” Sunstorm said. “The more Sen focuses on Lilac, the happier I am. I can cut off your head while she’s preoccupied.”

“Um,” Sen said, eyes wide.

“Help Fei,” Nathan snapped.

Sen blasted off a wall of flames on the wall near Lilac. The amethyst Champion froze mid-step, finding herself cut off. A pair of fireballs soon followed, but were deflected by Lilac’s katana.

Right as Fei closed, Lilac ducked, spun, and leaped at Fei. Fei’s eyes widened. She’d left her guard open, not expecting this move from Lilac.

Lilac’s sword slid straight through Fei’s chest. The two Champions struggled for a moment, each using their strength enhancements to push against the other on the wall. Sen screamed, raising her arms and about to cast a desperate spell.

Nathan slapped her hands down. “Don’t! You’ll hurt Fei.”

Eyes wide and bloodshot, Fei grabbed Lilac’s hands. Lilac grinned in return and refused to let Fei pull the sword out. As an amethyst Champion, Lilac had the strength advantage in spades.

“Idiot,” Sunstorm muttered. She shook her head. “That duel is already over.”

Fei grinned. Lilac blinked in surprised.

Then Fei’s entire body exploded in blue fire. Several seconds of blistering agony for Lilac passed before she realized she needed to pull her sword free from Fei’s chest. She tried, but Fei held her in place.

Lilac must have wondered why she couldn’t overpower Fei. The truth lay in the blue flames. They consumed magic, and the strength enchantment of her amethyst ran through her body. Her body that was being eaten away by the fire melting her hands.

With a vicious headbutt, Fei knocked Lilac to the ground. Both Champions vanished below the parapets. Lilac’s screams echoed across the battlefield.

Every soldier nearby stopped fighting. They stared in horrified fascination. Many witnessed the death of a Champion for the first time in their lives. In their minds, they witnessed history.

Not long after, Fei rose. Alone. The katana slid free from her body. Nathan saw the ashen remains of Lilac’s hands blow away into the distance, still holding the sword even in death. Blood oozed down Fei’s uniform and armor from over a dozen gashes. One of her cat ears bled. She looked around, then picked up her scimitar.

The Federation soldiers dropped their weapons. Many tried to run and descend the ladders. They shouted to retreat to those still climbing. Within minutes, what had looked like the beginning of a crushing defeat for Nathan turned into a decisive victory. Hundreds of Federation soldiers fled across the field toward their encampment. More ran into the pass, as if already prepared for the loss and didn’t want to risk being caught by vengeful Champions.

“Care to surrender, Sunstorm?” Nathan offered the Federation Champion.

After a long, hard look at Sen, Sunstorm threw down her swords. They clattered noisily on the stone.

Nathan blinked. “Can’t say I expected that.”


Chapter 30




Squeals and hisses emanated from the keep’s infirmary. Fei tensed and her tail stood on end. Her eyes watered as she stared at Nathan, who watched from the door with crossed arms.

“The more you move, the more it will hurt,” Vera chided.

She applied a glowing hand to the wound in Fei’s chest. The hole no longer gaped, but the surrounding flesh had swollen. Blood streaked with the water that Vera applied regularly. A large bruise had appeared around it, discoloring Fei’s skin and making her naked chest a little less appealing to look at right now.

“I’m a Champion,” Fei whined. She hissed as Vera touched her wound and the flesh seared from the magic. Her tail shot bolt upright. Fei continued, her lip quivering, “Can’t I let the magic of the enhancement heal me naturally?”

“That magic is the only reason you’re still alive,” Nathan said. “You have a punctured lung, a high level of blood loss, and one of your tendons has been slashed.”

Fei’s jaw dropped. She looked at Vera for confirmation, and the sorceress nodded grimly.

“Normally, I would have given you a very different type of spell and moved on to a patient that I had a chance of saving,” Vera said. “I rarely see people complaining when half of their veins have emptied out on the ground and their lung is pulling in more blood than air.”

“Oh.” Fei’s voice was nearly inaudible.

“Let Vera take care of you, then get some rest. When the adrenaline wears off, the exhaustion will hit you like a battering ram. You’ll sleep like a log,” Nathan said.

“Will you visit me?” Fei asked.

“I’ll try to be here when you wake up,” Nathan promised.

Fei’s ears twitched happily, and her tail swished a few times. Then Vera continued to cauterize the wound, and Fei returned to whining.

As Nathan stepped outside, Vera’s voice stopped him.

“Are you sure you can trust her?” she called out.

He looked back in and saw that Vera was busy treating Fei. A rhetorical question, in other words.

Standing outside the room was the subject of Vera’s question. Sunstorm stood in silence, a shimmering collar around her neck. Her hands and legs were shackled. The restraints prevented her from using her enhancement and gem ability, as there was no way to outright remove the onyx without killing her.

Sen stood next to Sunstorm and looked annoyed. Evidently, she had failed to strike up a conversation with her apparent lover. Former lover.

Nathan didn’t know what to make of the revelation. Sunstorm and Sen had never shown any inclination toward sexual relations toward each other, or even toward other women at all. This was entirely new to him, and it had apparently happened before he had arrived in this world. He was thrown for a loop.

Gesturing for them to follow him, he made his way to his office. The sun shined outside. The assault had been relatively brief, and there was plenty of daylight left to clean up. Nathan even had almost all the power from the binding stone left to repair what little damage the keep had sustained. By tomorrow, much of this would be a memory.

Except the casualties. Unfortunately, the binding stone couldn’t be used to heal wounds, other than powering his own healing sorcery. Living things were outside his area of expertise. He hadn’t understood how Kadria used it to affect his body.

“I didn’t expect you to surrender, Sunstorm,” Nathan said, repeating a comment he had made several times, to no response. “With your ability, you could have escaped in a heartbeat.”

Several moments passed.

Then Sunstorm said, “I want to see for myself what is so impressive about you. Sen has joined you. You turned that catgirl from a greenhorn into a terrifying warrior within weeks. And you terrify the Federation.”

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up, and he stopped in the middle of a staircase. He looked down at Sunstorm. Her face was impassive.

“Terrify them?” he asked.

“You should have been swept aside here,” Sunstorm said. “Instead, I was sent to confirm their fears. You turned up in Nair’s tower when you could not possibly have had the resources or time to do so, given you were being assaulted by demons. Even your intervention in the leylines disturbed them, for reasons I don’t understand.”

“If you were sent here to confirm that I am incredibly dangerous, shouldn’t you have retreated then?” Nathan said. He began walking again.

“Theus will need a scapegoat for his failures. If he had been wise, he would have accepted the advice to focus his efforts here,” Sunstorm said, her voice turning bitter.

“Advice from who?”

Sunstorm didn’t answer.

Nathan sighed. “I assume that means he actually did attack Forselle Valley at the same time.”

Sen giggled. “Didn’t you say something about how only somebody really dumb and arrogant would do that?”

“Sounds like our Theus fits the profile.” Nathan looked at Sunstorm.

She smirked and looked away.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Nathan said. “And that arrogance prevents him from taking advice from those with more experience in warfare. It’s an unfortunate problem with many Bastions. The power can get to our heads, and because we make the decisions, we forget that our Champions often have years or sometimes decades of experience on us.”

Nathan’s original master called it “big dick syndrome.” Male Bastions made up the vast majority of Bastions, and they often had sex with their Champions. As such, it was common that they thought with their crotch, and didn’t value the opinions of their women.

The original advice that Nathan had received to avoid this had been to avoid having sex with women he wanted to retain as advisers or strategists. That would have worked if said women had respected that advice. Instead, he chose a different path, which was to remember that the trigem mystic fox sharing his bed had been a duogem Champion before he had even been born.

It occurred to Nathan that Narime was in the Federation right now. The fact that the Federation was making these mistakes despite the presence of her wisdom made him realize that many people didn’t particularly care about not repeating the mistakes of the past.

“You don’t talk like a new Bastion,” Sunstorm noted.

“I have a lot more life experience than your average Bastion,” Nathan said. “I also note that you didn’t say ‘Master Theus’ this time.”

Sunstorm grimaced. “If he doesn’t have a place for me, then he’s useless to me. He’s not worthy of the title.”

“Is that all your loyalty is worth? A trade of your skills for the protection of a superior?” Nathan probed.

“Fuck you,” Sunstorm spat. “You don’t know me. I trade my talents as a Champion and assassin because they have a known value. Every head I hand my master is proof that I am of value to him, and therefore I get food and shelter for another day. But you’re some pompous Bastion from a noble house. You live off the teat of your beloved Empire. If you make a mistake, then somebody will cover up for you.”

“If I make a mistake, I’ll be dead,” Nathan said flatly. “In case you didn’t notice, no reinforcements came to help me. Even though you took your sweet time to arrive and assault the fortress. A duogem Champion could have arrived from a nearby fortress any day and swept you all aside, but that didn’t happen.”

Sunstorm shifted uncomfortably. “That doesn’t change the fact that I have to prove my worth. You were given it.”

“Maybe. Or maybe that’s because you’re letting people like Theus tell you how to behave,” Nathan replied.

“Don’t pretend like you know me,” Sunstorm mumbled.

The three of them stepped into Nathan’s office. The black door sat at the back. As always, only he saw it. Sen opened her mouth to say something, then looked at Nathan.

“Um, do you want me to help?” Sen asked Nathan.

“Help with what?” Sunstorm growled.

“You’ll understand,” Sen said gently. “Trust me.” She held out a hand.

Sunstorm eyed Sen warily. Her guard dropped, and she smiled back at Sen. Their hands entwined, and they pressed their foreheads together.

Nathan coughed. The two ignored him, gazing into each other’s eyes.

“I’ll talk to Sunstorm alone,” Nathan said. “It’ll be easier this way.”

Mostly because he didn’t know how Sen would react to seeing Kadria again. She didn’t remember anything about her encounter with the Messenger, but he didn’t want to risk her freaking out.

“Okay,” Sen said. She stepped away from Sunstorm. “Remember: Trust me.”

Sunstorm nodded. “Fine. I’ll trust you.” She glared at Nathan. “But not you.”

“I don’t think you understand what she’s asking you to do,” Nathan said wryly.

His words passed through Sunstorm’s ears to no effect. She leaned toward Sen and held her arms out, her hands still bound. Sen gave Sunstorm a quick hug, but nothing more. Then Sen ducked out of the room.

The disappointment on Sunstorm’s face was tangible. Nathan felt his own mood falling just from looking at her.

“If you behave, then you’ll be unbound and with her in a little while,” Nathan said.

“You’re a little too confident in your ability to persuade me,” Sunstorm said.

Nathan led her to the room at the back of the office. He confirmed that it was unlocked. Sometimes he couldn’t open it.

One time he had opened it, only for it to slam in his face and nearly break his nose. He hadn’t seen what Kadria had been doing in her strange void space, but sometimes his curiosity kept him up at night.

Sunstorm stared at him as he walked through a wall—at least from her perspective. He tugged her, and she followed. Surprisingly, she didn’t gasp when she entered the void.

She did stare wide-eyed at the Messenger lounging on the bed, however.

Kadria was reading a book. A tome, really. Nathan wanted to compare the thickness of the book to Kadria’s chest, but that would require Kadria to actually have one. Suffice it to say, the book could be dropped from a great height and kill somebody.

The lettering on the front of the book was unfamiliar to Nathan. Strangely cursive, and clearly in the form of visual shapes. They vaguely reminded him of the characters that Narime wrote in, but were very different.

“… I know what that is,” Sunstorm said after a lengthy pause, her eyes fixed on Kadria. She looked back at Nathan, who placed a hand on her shoulder.

Nathan expected a scream, a shout, or some form of struggling.

Instead, Sunstorm frowned and looked around.

“Are we inside the binding stone?” she asked.

“This isn’t the reaction I expected,” Nathan said. “You’re certainly full of surprises. And no, we’re not in the binding stone.” At least, he didn’t think so.

“Inside the binding stone?” Kadria repeated. She cackled, kicking her legs into the air. Her face remained buried in her book. “The theories you people come up with about the binding stones and leylines are always amusing.”

“Then what is this place, Messenger?” Sunstorm said, her brow furrowing.

“My home away from home,” Kadria said. Her book vanished, and she straightened up. Nathan noticed that her clothing was askew. The moment he thought that, Kadria tidied herself up.

“That’s not an answer,” Sunstorm said.

“It’s as good an answer as you’re going to get. This is my demesne. My little playpen. Eventually it will be ready for a public viewing, but for now it’s only for VIPs and their lovely guests.” Kadria smirked. “Give yourself a clap that Nathan cares enough about you that you get to be invited. Clap, clap, clap.”

Kadria clapped her hands in time to her voice.

Neither Sunstorm nor Nathan joined in.

Sunstorm looked at Nathan. “You care about me?”

“I do,” he said. “I know who you are. I even know your true name, Choe.”

Sunstorm leaped away from him. Or tried to. The shackles around her feet caused her to trip. She nearly slammed into the floor, but the room shrunk in an instant and Kadria caught her. A moment later, the room returned to normal. Sunstorm and Kadria shot across the room, the assassin held in Kadria’s arms.

“Let go of me,” Sunstorm shrieked. Kadria tightened her grip around Sunstorm’s arms. “I don’t know what foul demonic magic the two of you are using, but you won’t fool me like you fooled Sen.”

Nathan frowned. “It’s not magic. You told me your true name yourself, Choe.”

“Stop calling me that! I haven’t told a single person my name since I left Kurai. Not since—” Sunstorm choked up and looked away.

“Since demons killed your parents in the evacuation,” Nathan finished.

She stared at him. Her body slackened. “How… No. Why?”

“I said I care for you. I mean it.”

“I have no reason to believe you,” Sunstorm muttered.

Running a hand through his hair, Nathan wished that he had an easy way to make her believe him. In the end, he had no choice but to rely on Kadria to remind them of who and what he was.

Kadria smirked at him when he looked at her. “Care to pay the price and have her remember you?”

“Remember?” Sunstorm mumbled.

“That’s right. You once loved him so much that you begged him to do things to you no other man ever will,” Kadria said. “Or at least, a version of you did.”

“I don’t like men,” Sunstorm said.

Kadria blinked. She ran a finger along Sunstorm’s head. In response, Sunstorm’s eyelids fluttered and her pupils dilated.

“Huh. What a fun little variation,” Kadria mumbled. “Well, no matter. Once you have the emotions, trust, and other mumbo jumbo of your other self, you’ll think of Nathan the same way you think of women. Except, you know, he can give you hot, gooey injections.”

“I’d rather be dead than let a man touch me with his thing,” Sunstorm growled.

“Let’s see if you say that in a minute.” Kadria laughed.

Before Sunstorm could respond, Kadria placed a hand on the assassin’s jaw. Just as happened to Sen, Sunstorm fell silent and her body fell slack in Kadria’s lap.

When Kadria was finished, she pulled her hand away. Sunstorm blinked several times. Her gaze fixed on Nathan and she took a deep breath.

“Nathan,” she breathed out.

“Choe. Feeling better?” he asked.

“A little,” she said. “Give me a minute to process this.”

“That’s boring,” Kadria said. “Where’s the emotional reunion? The crying? The kiss? At least tell me what you think about receiving a fat, gooey injection from Nathan?”

Sunstorm glared at Kadria. She looked back at Nathan. “Can I cut her head off? Please?”

Nathan shrugged. “Does your head grow back, Kadria? You’d make a magnificent prize to impress Leopold with.”

“Fuck you,” Kadria spat, baring her teeth at him. “Make your threats when you have somebody else who can bring back your lovesick puppies.”

She certainly took that joke well, Nathan thought.

Nathan coughed. “It’s good to have you back, Choe.”

“It’s good to be back. Even if I appear to have threatened you more times than I care to remember,” Sunstorm said with a wince. She rubbed her head. “There was something I wanted to tell you. I can’t remember what it was. Strange. I know I could remember it only minutes ago.”

Kadria grinned, her eyes practically shining in the void. Nathan pinned her with his gaze, and she tried to look innocent.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“Made things more interesting,” she said.

“You made her forget things?”

“Only one particular thing. When the time is right, it will come back. But I don’t want her spoiling the show.” Kadria giggled. “Think of this like the spice that producers add to an episode to keep the viewers interested.”

Nathan and Sunstorm stared at Kadria in confusion.

The Messenger sighed. “I suppose you wouldn’t understand that analogy. How about this, then: I’m bored. After a while, you get boring if you win all the time. Plus, I want to make sure that you’re winning because you’re competent. You have so many advantages. Knowledge of the future because I brought you here. My help in bringing your former lovers to your side. Stress relief from chatting with me. Regular cleaning out of your pipes, courtesy of yours truly. The least you can do is use your brain from time to time.”

“Do you genuinely believe that all of my advantages are due to you?” Nathan asked.

“Who else would they be due to?” Kadria watched him, eager for him to bite at her bait.

He chose not to.

“Fine, be that way,” Kadria said with a pout. Then she grinned and threw Sunstorm onto the bed. The assassin shrieked. “Now it’s time for my payment!”

Kadria crawled on top of Sunstorm. Fingers ran along thighs, and lips kissed skin. Sunstorm moaned under the attention from Kadria. When the assassin spotted Nathan’s focus, her face lit up like a tomato and she futilely fought back against her assailant.

“How cute,” Kadria mumbled against Sunstorm’s neck.

Something entirely different captured Nathan’s thoughts.

Kadria’s bronzed, plump ass wiggled in the air. Her bangles clinked against each other as she moved against Sunstorm, and the translucent silk strips of cloth attached to her hips waved about. But what really drew Nathan’s attention was the tiny strip of black cloth that barely covered her entrances. It stuck so tightly to Kadria’s body that Nathan didn’t need to imagine what lay underneath.

Nathan ran a finger along Kadria’s rear. She gasped in response, but didn’t stop moving.

He peeled away the black cloth that Kadria wore as clothing. There was nothing underneath, confirming that Kadria walked around in her underwear.

Nathan stroked Kadria’s lower body. When she looked back at him, her eyes were glazed over in pleasure. He rubbed her again, causing her honey to drip down between Sunstorm’s legs. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

“You’re supposed to do that to her,” Kadria muttered, her voice oozing with pleasure.

“Do you want me to stop?” Nathan asked.

Kadria didn’t respond. She laid her head against Sunstorm’s chest and stared at him. He continued to pleasure her, while ignoring Sunstorm’s plaintive looks for attention.

Eventually, Kadria’s hips bucked as she reached her climax. Nathan maintained his pace. His hand was slick by the time she collapsed against Sunstorm, and she stared into space.

“You seem new to this,” Nathan pointed out.

Kadria glared at him. Then, without warning, she vanished with a pop.

Looking around, Nathan realized this wasn’t invisibility. Kadria had teleported away or left through some other means. Clearly she hadn’t appreciated being the one on the receiving end, even if it was clear that she enjoyed the new experience.

“Nathan, my turn,” Sunstorm begged.

He grinned and slipped his fingers into her.

When he finished, and plenty of white flowed out of Sunstorm onto the bed, Nathan let her cuddle up against him.

He suddenly noticed something moving at the foot of the bed. Or someone. He glanced down to see a shimmering shape between Sunstorm’s legs. Kadria.

“Enjoying yourself down there?” Nathan asked.

Kadria melted into existence. Her face was a mess of white.

She looked up at him, face red. She grinned. “I couldn’t let this amazing stuff go to waste in this silly girl.”

Then she buried herself in Sunstorm’s crotch again. Nathan’s length remained hard, and he somehow knew that Kadria was keen on some gooey injections of her own, if of the oral kind.


Chapter 31




“Ifeel like we’re putting too much faith in someone who tried to kill us yesterday,” Vera said.

Sunstorm refused to take the bait and continued pointing to Fort Taubrum on the other side of Gharrick Pass.

Nathan had gathered everybody of importance for a strategy session the day after Sunstorm’s “awakening.” Vera, Anna, Sen, and Fei joined him and Sunstorm in his office. The map of the region sat on the table in the room. A handful of brass markers sat atop the map.

“She’s agreed to serve me as a Champion. I’ve already taken ownership of her gem through my binding stone,” Nathan said.

“You can do that?” Vera said.

“Only with the Champion’s permission. A gemmed Champion’s mind is effectively impenetrable unless they allow the intruder in. If this Bastion Theus had been here, then he could have stopped me, but he wasn’t.” Nathan shrugged.

“Why does his presence matter?” Anna asked. She nibbled on some warm cookies that the cooks had provided.

“Champions are protected by the magic of the binding stone. Sunstorm chose to lower her mental protection and allow me to transfer her connection to my binding stone. But Theus could have overridden that, given he controls the binding stone,” Nathan explained. “It’s the same reason why Champions can’t use their gem abilities against their Bastion. Which is the other reason not to worry about Sunstorm. Her gem ability can’t harm me.”

“What about me?” Vera asked. “What if she does things behind your back?”

“There are ways to stop rogue Champions, if necessary,” Nathan said.

“This is one of those times that you hide behind your oath, isn’t it,” Vera accused.

Fei frowned and looked between Vera and Nathan. Sen and Sunstorm looked resigned. They might not have their memories from Nathan’s timeline, but they could remember their emotions of the events in it. And they didn’t like the idea of a Bastion stopping a rogue Champion one bit.

Sunstorm spoke up, “I was prepared to die for my failures when fighting for the Federation. Master Nathan has offered me a second chance under him. I will not forsake him. And as an experienced Champion, I know what comes from betrayal.”

“An experienced Champion? Experienced in betrayal, you mean,” Vera commented.

Sunstorm’s face remained impassive, but Sen’s did not. Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder before she could speak and opened his mouth.

Anna beat him to it. “Vera! Enough!”

“Anna?” Vera leaned backward and stared at Anna in surprise, blinking rapidly. “Surely you find this suspicious as well—”

“But I am also a devout follower of Omria, and understand the value of an oath to her,” Anna snapped. “Nathan isn’t hiding behind his oath. He’s respecting it. You should be thankful that he’s sharing as much as he is about Champions and Bastions. Leopold wouldn’t waste his breath on us when it comes to this sort of thing. If Nathan’s not telling us, then it’s probably for damn good reason.”

Vera froze, then looked to one side. She covered her mouth for several seconds.

Eventually, the sorceress faced Nathan and looked him in the eye. “My apologies, Bastion Nathan—”

“Just Nathan, Vera,” he corrected.

Anna rolled her eyes.

Vera’s lips turned upward ever so slightly. “My apologies, Nathan. I forgot that your oath is a matter of faith, rather than one to the state. Perhaps dealing with Leopold too much blinded me, given his close relationship with the Emperor.”

“No need to apologize,” Nathan said. “In the end, my oath is between me and the Watcher Omria. She will be the one who judges me on my faithfulness.” He paused. “And Leopold, I suppose. He can have me executed at the drop of a hat for heresy.”

“Don’t joke about that,” Anna muttered.

“It’s not a joke.” Nathan sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “But we’re getting distracted.”

“Indeed,” Sunstorm said. “My original point was that the Federation still had considerable resources at Fort Taubrum. This is the staging post used to assault Gharrick Pass.”

Nathan placed a finger below Sunstorm’s. “Right here is Vera’s tower.”

“It’s not my tower anymore,” Vera said sourly.

Sighing, Nathan continued, “Can we assume that there’ll be a significant army defending it?”

Sunstorm nodded.

“And this Seraph? Will she be there?” Nathan asked.

Sunstorm bit her lip. “I don’t know. She’s the brains behind Theus’s Champions. The Federation assigned Lilac and me to him purely to provide extra strength, but Seraph runs the entire province. Theus only thinks that she works for him. In reality, she works for one of the regents of the Federation.”

“Regent?” Fei asked.

“Several smaller nations make up the Federation, forming a single larger country, and each of these smaller nations—called provinces—is ruled by a regent,” Nathan explained. “They use a wide variety of titles, including ‘king’ of all things, but they’re collectively referred to as the regents of the Amica Federation.”

“And Seraph works for one of these regents, but never told me who,” Sunstorm said.

Nathan had a fairly good idea who it was. He knew who was responsible for the war with the Empire in the first place. But he remained silent. Openly stating the name would raise suspicion from Anna and Vera for little gain.

“If we’re only facing one Champion, then this is done and dusted, right?” Anna suggested.

Nathan let out a bark of laughter. “I wish. Sunstorm says Seraph is a highly experienced duogem Champion. I have two monogem Champions, a spellblade equal to a monogem Champion, and a sorceress who can perhaps match a monogem with the help of her cairn.”

“I don’t follow,” Anna replied, giving him a quizzical look. “You have four Champions. They have one.”

“Even if we beat her—which is far from guaranteed—she’ll likely kill one or more of us,” Nathan said flatly. “Each gem provides an exponential increase in power. That’s why trigem Champions are legends. A single one can demolish lesser Bastions and several duogem Champions.”

The room fell silent. Sunstorm stepped back from the table with a grimace.

Time for a break, Nathan thought. He shooed everybody into a separate room and had some of the newly hired staff bring up lunch. Small talk was had over spiced sausages, potatoes, and bread. A simple meal, but nice enough.

Nathan spent part of it fighting off Fei’s wandering hands. She kept trying to eat his food.

After he stopped her from cleaning his plate, she then tried to clean a certain other part of his body. He stopped her from doing that too, much to her annoyance and the relief of the other women in the room.

“So, do you have a plan?” Anna asked him once the plates were taken away.

“Leopold finally responded over the wireless,” Nathan said.

“And?”

“He’s coming here.” Nathan frowned. “Whatever plan I come up with will depend on his support. I don’t know what happened at Forselle Valley, or whether Leopold will order me to hold the pass instead.”

Anna huffed. “But what do you want to do?”

Nathan smirked. “What do you think I want to do?”

“Given how you’ve acted since you got here?” Anna walked her fingers across the table. “Go on the offensive. You talk up Seraph and how dangerous she is, but you’ve said that about everything. I know you have a plan. What you’re looking for is an excuse to put it into action.”

“And do you want me to do that?” Nathan asked. “You are my countess.”

“Let’s say that I’m looking forward to ruling both sides of Gharrick Pass.”


Chapter 32




Seraph drummed her fingers on her desk. The old men droned on and on, their voices projected over the wireless. Her patience had long since worn thin, but she was nothing if not professional.

Snapping at her employers and her current Bastion did her no favors. So she muted herself, poured a glass of wine, and stared at the wall of her office. Nobody else was here. The lights of her office were off. Only moonlight kept her company.

“Theus, tell us again how many Champions you encountered at Forselle Valley?” one of the old men asked, his voice reedy over the wireless projection. This was Grand Meister Korvell, the regent of a city-state within the Federation.

“At least a dozen,” Theus said.

Seraph resisted the urge to burst into laughter.

The old men bickered amongst themselves again. Only one of the three didn’t believe Theus.

“Pray tell, Theus, where the Empire could get a dozen Champions given their current situation?” the disbeliever asked. He was King George II, whose family split from the Empire a century ago.

Gharrick Pass had originally been part of George’s territory, when his family had seceded from the Empire and created their own kingdom. That had lasted for about a decade, before the Empire reclaimed everything west of the Gharrick Mountains. But George pretended he owned the pass anyway. These days his power had faded so much that he had joined the Federation and was a king in name only.

Why the Federation let him call himself a king was beyond Seraph. Korvell had been the head of a merchant guild that ran a city-state from the shadows. George was a noble who could trace his bloodline to the archdukes that ruled the Anfang Empire in the time that the Watcher Omria walked Doumahr. The two held the same status in this meeting, as both were regents.

The last member of this triumvirate of grumbling old men finally intervened.

“Now, George, we all know that our intelligence on the Empire’s military resources has been unreliable at times,” the last crafty old bastard said, his arrogance oozing through the wireless. Seraph grimaced at the magical device.

High Lord Torneus. Seraph’s long-term sponsor, and the regent of one of the founding states of the Amica Federation. The stories behind how he had become the regent were many and varied. He had been one of five ruling council members in his country. The other four abdicated their positions or mysteriously lost the ability to live, just in time for Torneus to become regent.

Seraph suspected the worst of him at all times.

“Don’t patronize me,” George snapped. “Nothing my spies have given us has been wrong so far. Theus is a dunce.”

“If your spies knew what they were doing, I wouldn’t have walked into a trap, your majesty,” Theus ground out.

“A trap? Bastion Leopold wasn’t even at Forselle Valley!”

“Enough,” Torneus shouted, his voice crackling over the wireless.

The silence lasted only a few moments.

“Fine. Have it your way, Torneus. But I’ll tell you what I do know,” George said, his voice laced with bitterness. “The Empire has invaded the Pearlescent Canyon again and restarted their war with Trafaumh. Theus didn’t encounter a dozen Champions because the Empire can’t spare a dozen Champions at our border.”

George paused for a moment, and Seraph suspected he took a drink of water. “They’re battling the most powerful nation on Doumahr over the most important religious location to both nations. Omria herself descended there. Those fanatics in Trafaumh will throw everything they can at the Empire. And the Empire will hit back with everything they have. If we can’t win now, what hope do we have?”

With those words, George disconnected from the wireless call. A high whine rose from the device, then quickly went away.

“Is that true?” Seraph asked. “Do we have confirmation that the Empire has finally started their war with Trafaumh?”

“That is not your concern,” Torneus said.

The hell it wasn’t, Seraph thought. If the Empire had already invaded Trafaumh, then that changed everything. Their entire country would gear up for war. Patriotism would skyrocket. Invading the Empire was insanity now. Any victory would be met by three new Bastions a month later, eager to take back their homeland.

“Do you want my recommendation on what to do next, regents?” she pushed. She wasn’t going to let Theus dictate the next steps with his peanut-sized brain.

“I don’t think—” Torneus began to say.

“Why—” Theus spoke at the same time.

Their voices overlapped, and the connection became a mess of static.

A new voice cut through. Korvell said, “You have had the most exposure to this new Bastion, Seraph. Go ahead.”

Torneus and Theus seethed silently. They couldn’t openly contradict Korvell. Unlike George, who was considered a pompous fool, Korvell was wealthy and influential.

In most nations, a smart man never angered a noble. In the Federation, people said the same thing about merchants. Money spoke the loudest here, and noble blood thinned with each passing year. Even Torneus trod lightly around Korvell.

“We can’t mount another attack in time,” Seraph said.

Theus interrupted, “You mean that you can’t mount another attack in time. I am more than capable of it. Don’t lump your incompetence on me.”

Seraph rolled her eyes and took a big gulp of wine. “Of course, Master Theus. But even if you do attack, why would the results differ from your previous assault? That is my point. I can attack Gharrick Pass tomorrow, but I will lose.”

Knowing that Theus was about to interrupt her, Seraph spoke quickly, “This new Bastion, Nathan Straub, is far more capable than King George’s spies gave credit for. He has defeated two monogem Champions, converted the bandit spellblade we were grooming to become a Champion, and may have even stopped the cascade from happening.”

“I confirmed that the cascade took place,” Theus growled.

“And then he showed up in Nair’s tower the same day,” Seraph said. “Given the first thing he did upon arriving at Gharrick Pass was suppress our leyline disruption, it suggests that he has more advanced knowledge of the binding stones than we do.”

“If you had attacked him yourself, then we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Theus said.

“Or maybe nothing would be different, except that I wouldn’t be talking to you right now,” Seraph said, losing her temper. “I am a duogem Champion, but even I can’t instantly suppress a demonic invasion and appear inside a sorcerer’s tower miles away.”

“But you—” Theus shouted.

“Theus, enough,” Torneus said flatly.

Theus shut up.

“Seraph, give us your recommendation for the next move,” Torneus said. “I believe we’ve heard enough of your reasoning.”

His tone suggested that Seraph was treading on thin ice.

He hadn’t planned on the Empire winning any battles. Torneus’s grand ambitions were unraveling, Seraph realized.

“Ask for peace,” Seraph responded.

“Ridiculous,” Theus snapped.

“Enough!” Torneus thundered. The connection whined so loudly that Seraph thought he had cut her off. “Seraph, explain yourself.”

“I already did. We can’t attack the Empire. If we do, we’ll lose, like we already have. With every passing day, they’ll regain their strength. If they can attack us and win, then they will.” Seraph felt that she wasn’t getting through to them, so she pushed harder. “They’re focused on a different war. Our plans have failed. They’ll let us back away without raising any fuss. Bastion Leopold is a political animal. But that also means he’ll tear us apart if he gets the chance.”

“Tear us apart how? You’re overstating their strength,” Torneus said dismissively. “It’s precisely because the Empire is at war with Trafaumh that we don’t need to sue for peace. They can’t spare additional Champions here. When the moment comes, we strike.”

“If they have a dozen Champions at Forselle Valley, they already have the strength,” Seraph quipped.

“Don’t press your luck,” Torneus warned her.

Seraph’s lips tightened into a line. Evidently, he knew that Theus was full of shit. Maybe Korvell had bought his excuse, but not anymore.

“I’m afraid that Torneus is right here,” Korvell mumbled. “I agree that we cannot go on the offensive, but peace? Impossible. Too many guilds and trading companies have already factored in our victory. Their profit projections incorporate a Gharrick Pass that does not charge tolls or tariffs, and they must be able to use the mines, forests, and farmland on the arable side of the mountains.”

So that was it. The die had been cast before this meeting had been held. The profits of the Federation came before anything else.

Or more accurately, the profits of the wealthiest members of the Federation, who had captured the regencies of almost every state of the Federation.

“Honestly, Seraph, you’re too concerned about this Bastion,” Torneus said. “You still have our trump card.”

“She turned on us,” Seraph responded flatly.

“I disagree.” Torneus’s tone allowed no dissent. “Based on your report, the Bastion has her under his thumb. If she made her move to support us as initially planned, he would have taken her head in an instant.”

Seraph remained silent. That wasn’t the way she saw it, but she knew better than to argue right now.

A sigh crackled over the wireless before Torneus said, “We’re offering her what she’s wanted for so long. The Empire has been denying her for years. Denying her lineage for even longer. Unlike them, we honor our promises. Remind our precious contact in the Empire that our offer remains open. She merely needs to fulfill her end of the bargain and deliver us victory at the right moment.”

As always, Torneus refused to identify who this contact was. Seraph followed suit, but wondered why that was the case. She knew her identity. Sunstorm had as well.

Did Torneus distrust Korvell or George? Or maybe he thought that the knowledge would leak from Theus to one of his Champions, and from them to the Empire?

Probably the latter, Seraph thought. Torneus didn’t become a regent by blindly trusting every idiot under his command.

“Victory, High Lord?” Seraph repeated, her tone questioning. “Are you suggesting that we attack again?”

“As we should,” Theus muttered.

“Theus,” Torneus said, shutting the Bastion up. Torneus paused, then answered, “No, you are right that being overly aggressive is the wrong choice. But peace is not an option. We will find an opportunity before winter.”

By which he meant that Seraph would find an opportunity. She held her tongue again and remained silent as the meeting wrapped up.

Seraph had been a Champion long enough to see where this story ended. Unfortunately, her hands were tied. And she had already sent far too many of her younger brethren to their deaths.

Poor Sunstorm, she thought as she turned off the wireless communication device. Lilac had no real future as a Champion, but Sunstorm’s fate saddened Seraph.

Given a good Bastion who cared, Sunstorm had the potential to be a duogem Champion. But onyx gems were poorly understood on the mainland. The legacy of the Anfang Empire meant that almost every Champion used amethysts, diamonds, and rubies. Sapphires also proved popular due to the influence of non-human races. Those were considered honest, reliable gems on the mainland.

Only on the Kurai Peninsula were rare gems such as onyxes used.

Even when somebody understood what an onyx could do, it didn’t help Sunstorm. A Champion skilled in assassination was an asset to people like Torneus, but also terrifying. The idea of someone so stealthy and capable of undetected murder, but with the power of a duogem Champion?

Seraph imagined that Torneus slept better now that Theus had told them that Sunstorm was dead.

With a flash of her gem, Seraph vaporized her wine bottle. She scowled. Her fingers dug into the plush upholstery of her chair. For several seconds she fought the urge to turn it into dust.

But then she’d have to get a new one, and she was in the middle of nowhere. She sighed.

Tomorrow was a new day, she supposed. She didn’t know how many new days she had left in the Federation.


Chapter 33




“Color me impressed. I didn’t expect you to stop both a demonic invasion and the Federation,” Leopold said, perhaps a little too bluntly.

He joined Nathan in a watchtower within the portal. The two of them stared out over the volcanic plains. No demons wandered here, and none had arrived since the invasion.

“I’m not sure if I should be proud or appalled,” Nathan drawled. “Whatever the case, the portal is a heck of a lot larger.”

“Yes, that happens when you show off too much,” Leopold said.

Nathan blinked. What did he say?

“Haven’t heard that before? It’s a pet theory of mine, to explain the growth of portals.” Leopold grinned, and the edges of his lips vanished into his sideburns. “Portals open because the demonic energy is trying to escape. The faster we defeat the demons, the faster the energy is emitted. We know this. But what if we think of the energy like a river? What does a river do when it flows downhill?”

“It finds the path of least resistance,” Nathan answered.

Leopold nodded. “Exactly. That’s what I think the portals are. The binding stones are confluence points of leylines, which is why the demonic energy tries to escape here through a portal. When we suppress a portal, the portal grows. And the faster we suppress, the faster the growth.” He rubbed his chin while frowning. “It’s not a perfect explanation, and many events don’t fit the logic, but it explains why portals grow faster in the presence of Bastions and stronger Champions. And why your portal is growing rapidly compared to most.”

Nathan had a separate theory, given what Kadria had told him.

But he had to admit that Leopold’s theory also made some sense. Kadria had implied that the Messengers didn’t pay much attention to their portals, and that Nathan’s primary mistake had been to draw that attention to him. That meant that the portals had some automated means of growth.

Was this whole thing some sort of game to the Messengers? Nathan failed to wrap his head around what the Messengers wanted. Kadria seemed oddly content to help Nathan, and even more content to spend time with him. Whatever her aim was, it seemed different to destroying this world.

But he couldn’t forget that she had done exactly that in his timeline. What changed her?

“Deep thoughts, I take it?” Leopold asked.

“Knowing that being better at my duty might make the Empire less safe doesn’t make me feel better,” Nathan half-lied. He told the truth that he didn’t like the idea, but he had been thinking of something he couldn’t tell Leopold.

“True. That’s why we keep our secrets and take our oath. The things that people may do if they knew how this worked are difficult to fathom,” Leopold said. His expression was stony.

Nathan wondered if Leopold had some idea of what those things were. The old man worked with people with the power to do very dangerous things, and who might not take kindly to the truth behind Bastions and binding stones.

“I can provide you with some good news, at least,” Leopold said, clapping Nathan on the back. He descended from the watchtower as he spoke, “After an invasion of this size, it usually takes a few months before they attack again. And if the portal is growing this much, maybe even a year.”

“Months,” Nathan said flatly.

“Take what good news you can get,” Leopold said. His fake smile drifted back into place, but seemed strained. “To your office?”

Ciana and Fei met them inside the keep. Fei’s cheeks were bulging with food, and bread crumbs ran down her chin and uniform. By contrast, Ciana was the model Champion, with not a hair out of place. Not that Ciana was a Champion yet.

Fei blushed at the looks she received from Leopold and Nathan. She hurriedly brushed the crumbs away and swallowed her food. Her mumbled apology, flattened ears, and downturned tail earned her a visit from Nathan that night.

Once Nathan and Leopold arrived at the office, the two girls trooped off to a neighboring room. Nathan made some coffee in the percolator, while Leopold examined the map.

“You’re rather transparent, aren’t you,” Leopold said.

“Am I?”

“You have markers in place along the entire border. Last I checked, you’re only responsible for defending Gharrick Pass.” Leopold’s tone was dry. “And that map on the wall is one I am terribly familiar with.” He pointed at the smaller map hung on the wall, which covered the north of the Empire and its contested border with Trafaumh.

“I like to stay up-to-date,” Nathan said. “Your coffee.”

“Thank you,” Leopold said. He stared at the map on the wall while he drank. “Do you know why we’re fighting over the Pearlescent Canyon?”

“Do you want the official answer, the academic answer, or my opinion?” Nathan asked. He loudly slurped his coffee when Leopold looked at him sidelong.

“You’re much more confident this time,” Leopold commented. “I suppose you’ve earned the right. Last time we met, you had defeated some bandits and fought off a monogem Champion. Now you’ve accomplished more than most Bastions do in a decade. Arguably their entire careers, given you’ve prevented a war.”

Nathan paused at Leopold’s comment.

The war with the Federation had been prevented? That was Leopold’s view on the matter?

Had Nathan already accomplished what he had come back in time to do? He had been convinced that he had much more to do. Surely the Federation wouldn’t give up after one failed assault, given they had gone to the extent of causing a demonic invasion.

“I want your opinion, assuming it’s accurate,” Leopold said.

“You’ll quickly tell me if it’s not,” Nathan said.

“No, I’ll just think less of you.” The older Bastion chuckled at Nathan’s look. “I live and breathe politics. If I gave away my hard-earned knowledge for free, then I’d have been replaced long ago.”

Nathan nodded. If he were younger, he’d judge the old bastard harshly.

Scratch that, he still judged him harshly, but that didn’t make Leopold wrong.

“The Pearlescent Canyon is where the Watcher Omria is believed to have descended to Doumahr millennia ago,” Nathan explained. “It’s a holy place. That’s why the Order of Trafaumh will fight for it. They adore Omria and consider the canyon to be a sacred site.”

Leopold gestured for him to continue.

Nathan continued, “But the Empire doesn’t care about the religious importance. What matters is that the canyon is a reminder of the power of the Empire. When Omria walked Doumahr in the flesh, she backed the Anfang Empire and the Emperor. Every day that the canyon doesn’t belong to the Empire is another day that it is reminded of its weakness.”

“So you think we’re taking back the canyon purely as a show of strength to the rest of the world?” Leopold asked. His expression hadn’t shifted.

“I don’t pretend to know why we’re starting a war now. But I think we want to control the canyon because it’s a symbol of the Empire’s power. A legacy of the glory days.”

Leopold grimaced. “A fairly grim assessment of your homeland.”

“Is it wrong?”

“I did say I wouldn’t correct you,” Leopold said. He paused. “But I will say that your opinion would fit in well with those making realistic plans to help His Majesty. I can tell that you ran a county once. And also why your father didn’t like you. He is a nationalist, through and through.”

Leopold drained his coffee cup. It hit the table with a hard thud. Nathan frowned.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“I gave you good news earlier,” Leopold said. “I’m afraid there won’t be much more to come.”

Nathan waited. He heard Fei’s excited noises from next door and realized that his office wasn’t sound proofed very well.

“The Empire has begun its assault on Trafaumh,” Leopold said.

“That’s behind schedule,” Nathan commented.

In reality, it was on time. Nathan knew that the Empire started the war around now. The difference was that he had already repelled the Federation. In his timeline, the Federation launched their attack within the next few weeks.

“There was some hope that negotiations may allow us to claim ownership of the canyon, under strict terms with Trafaumh,” Leopold said. “In practice, those negotiations bought time for the Empire to get as many Bastions and Champions in place. I was naive to believe we may escape a war.”

“So there are no reinforcements coming,” Nathan said slowly.

“No.”

“Why are you here then?” Nathan asked.

“Because I am an old man who can do what he wants, and everybody is too scared to tell me what to do.” Leopold laughed. “That, and His Majesty understands that we’re being invaded by the Federation. It’s in my hands to salvage the situation. But he needs a victory in the north, and I am his trusted right-hand man. I’ll take out the trash trying to sneak in over the mountains.”

“I thought you told me that you didn’t have any more good news?” Nathan said.

The pair chuckled. Leopold drummed his fingers on the table and stared at the markers.

The arrival of food put their meeting on hold. Nathan stared at what the servant brought in.

Bread, fried eggs, hunks of local ham, cheese, and onions. Nathan was very familiar with the sandwich, but it was the sort of thing one of his Champions made him. Anybody could make it, especially with the fire enchanted ovens and cooktops in a modern kitchen.

Serving it to one of the most powerful men in the Empire seemed like a faux pas.

Leopold picked up the sandwich and bit in. He let out a grunt of approval and took another bite. Yoke ran down his chin, and he wiped it away with a cloth that had been provided.

“This is a guilty pleasure of mine when traveling,” Leopold admitted when they finished lunch. “In the capital or my fortresses, my chefs insist on serving me their fanciest and most impressive creations. But sometimes a man prefers simple.”

“And loaded with meat,” Nathan noted. “Fei would have been impressed by your sandwich.”

“Don’t lie. I read the reports. Her appetite is part of the reason she’s a Champion,” Leopold said. “Beastkin eat a lot, but no village can sustain a girl that practically eats a deer every day.”

With lunch out of the way, they returned to the main subject. Leopold shuffled some markers around on the map.

He held up one in particular. “This is a Federation Champion, isn’t it?”

“It is. Sunstorm, the one that I first encountered with Sen,” Nathan explained. He knew what was coming.

“Why is she now part of the Empire according to these markers?” Leopold asked.

“I came to an agreement with her and transferred ownership of her gem to my binding stone.” Nathan held his breath after explaining.

Leopold stared at Nathan. Slowly, he placed the marker down.

“Well, I imagine that will terrify Theus,” Leopold said.

“You know him?”

“I’ve heard of him before. My Champions ran into him at Forselle Valley. A thug carved from marble and a face ripped right from a painting. He’s stupid. Very stupid. Normally I’d say that losing a Champion would be enough, but I doubt he’ll admit it to anyone.” Leopold sighed. He rubbed his eyes.

“He doesn’t run the show,” Nathan said. “A regent does.”

“Your new recruit told you that, I take it?” Leopold grunted. “I’m ninety-nine percent certain that High Lord Torneus is behind this. He’s a conniving bastard who stabbed his way to the top and helped build the Federation. I’d blame him for a lot of the problems in the world today, but that excuses the people that work with him.”

Nathan scowled inwardly. He had been right. Torneus had been behind Seraph.

In his timeline, Nathan had struggled with Torneus right up until the Federation collapsed under the weight of the man’s arrogance. The man was the definition of vindictive. What he couldn’t rule, he would see burned to ashes around him. In the end, Torneus didn’t live to see it burn. Narime incinerated him first. But the damage had been done. Torneus brought down every nation west of the Gharrick Mountains in Nathan’s timeline.

Arguably, he brought down every nation east of the Gharrick Mountains as well, if he was behind the invasion of the Empire to begin with.

Now Nathan had to deal with the bastard again. If he wasn’t careful, the same thing could happen.

There was no way that the war had been avoided. If Nathan let this end here, then Torneus would find a new way to bring about the end of the world.

Leopold saw Nathan’s face and let out a dark chuckle. “I’m guessing Sunstorm shares my opinion, if that’s your reaction. That bodes well. It makes me trust her that much more.”

“You said that I prevented a war with the Federation,” Nathan said, choosing his words carefully. “Can we really say that’s the case?”

“Yes,” Leopold answered without hesitation.

Nathan grimaced.

“Hold your horses,” Leopold said. He shook his head. “The fact is that we can walk away if we want. The Federation won’t attack. Theus is terrified and they won’t have the resources. So we can sit on our hands until after winter if we like, which will keep His Majesty happy and the people unaware of the Federation’s aggression. That’s a possibility.”

“And the other?” Nathan asked.

“The other is on your map.” Leopold inclined his head at the mess of markers on the map of the region. “We use their attack as a casus belli—that’s a justification for a war, if you don’t know the fancy term—and invade the Federation. I don’t know how much territory we take. I’d wager a couple of binding stones would be a nice start. Those always look nice. And I have some political tactics up my sleeve to keep their neighbors out of it.”

“The leyline disruption,” Nathan said bluntly.

“You’re sharp,” Leopold admitted, his eyebrows shooting up.

“Heresy isn’t taken lightly by other Bastions. The dark elves and fairies won’t intervene if they think the Federation is up to something.”

Leopold smirked and said nothing.

Silence fell over the pair. Nathan felt that the choice lay with him, despite Leopold’s earlier comment that the Emperor had tasked the old man to do this.

“I have a plan to retake Vera’s tower and to capture Fort Taubrum,” Nathan said. “But I need your support.”

“You need a Champion?” Leopold asked.

“At least one monogem Champion. Preferably two,” Nathan said. “Anything less and I think the risk is too high. I’ll lose Champions and won’t be able to defend what I capture.”

Leopold nodded slowly. “Interesting. You realize that Fort Taubrum’s binding stone is warded, don’t you? The sorcerers from the capital can undo the wards, but it will be weeks. You’ll need to defend what you capture without a binding stone.”

“As I said, I have a plan. I only need your support,” Nathan repeated.

“Your confidence is fascinating.” Leopold grinned. “Very well. I will be your support.”

Nathan blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“I may not be a Champion, but you know as well as I do that a Bastion backed by binding stones can keep up with a monogem,” Leopold explained, his eyes glittering. “So, I’ll fight with you on the front lines. I’m looking forward to seeing you in action, firsthand.”

Somehow, Nathan felt that he might have made a mistake.


Chapter 34




Sparks flew as Fei and Sunstorm clashed. Neither broke through the other’s guard, and they both leaped back. They circled.

A crowd gathered in the training grounds. Soldiers and servants pressed themselves against the fence that separated the sparring ring from the rest of the training grounds. An enterprising young soldier began taking bets, and soon odds were set. Money exchanged hands.

The two Champions ignored the peanut gallery. But Ciana and Sen didn’t. The pair sat on a bench inside the sparring ring, where the four women had been taking turns to train and spar all morning. Ciana glanced backward.

Nathan waved at her, but ignored her look of concern. He doubted that it hurt for the women to be aware of their popularity in the fortress.

The life of a Champion meant becoming very well known to strangers. Sometimes too well known. Nathan remembered a lot of occasions where his Champions had clung close to him at parties, due to overbearing nobles.

By contrast, the attention from the soldiers was innocent. They respected and adored the combat prowess of Fei and the other Champions. If Ciana acclimatized to this attention, then it could only help her in the future.

So Nathan continued to read through the paper he had in front of him. He made some notes in the margin as he went through it.

Out of the corner of his eye, he continued to monitor the duel. Some time passed as Fei and Sunstorm fought to prove who was superior.

Neither Champion used their gem abilities. Strictly speaking, this put them on an even footing.

In practice, it showed the raw gap in experience and skill between them.

Both Fei and Sunstorm had the same enhancement. They were both monogem Champions. Both were physical fighters. Sunstorm had a few years on Fei, however. And her background from Kurai went back into her teenage years, whereas Fei was a fresh Champion.

Fei swung, Sunstorm blocked. Fei feinted, but Sunstorm saw through it.

Even when Fei pushed Sunstorm off-balance or seized the advantage, she failed to follow through. Sunstorm’s superior footwork or her experience in recovering from failure allowed her to stay in the fight.

This current spar was desperate and heating up rapidly. Fei rained down blow after blow, pushing Sunstorm to the edge of the sparring circle. A combatant couldn’t defend themselves outside of the circle, so a follow-up blow from Fei meant instant defeat for Sunstorm. Even so, the assassin continued to retreat.

She held her ground right at the very edge. The moment that Fei moved in for the kill, Sunstorm dropped both of her swords. As her arms twisted around Fei’s sword arm, Fei let out a yell. The beastkin pulled back with all of her strength and rolled. Both women scrabbled with each other on the ground.

Nathan sighed and went back to the paper, realizing he had let himself be distracted by the finale to the spar.

Seconds later, Sen called out, “Victory to Sunstorm. That’s four-to-one, so Sunstorm wins.”

The crowd groaned. The proceeds from the bets were doled out. Only a handful of people looked happy. Fei was a popular girl in the fortress. That was only natural, given she was the homegrown Champion.

Unfortunately for them, Fei still needed more experience. Her gem ability and raw talent made her an exceptional fighter. But her judgment tended to be lacking.

Such as choosing to engage Sunstorm in a brawl when she had the advantage prior. Sunstorm was an expert in unarmed combat, and Fei wasn’t. Reacting faster and pulling back would have been the best option, but failing that, Fei had daggers in her belt. Sunstorm would have had no choice but to let go the moment that Fei pulled out another weapon with her spare hand.

Instead she surrendered her best advantage, was dragged down into the dirt, and quite literally beaten.

The four women milled about in the sparring ring, no doubt deciding what to do next.

Their decision was made for them when the cooks brought out lunch. Boar was the dish of the day, and the wine and honey glaze dripped onto the serving platters.

“Is this going to be enough?” Sen asked.

Ciana gave her an odd look. “Isn’t this almost an entire boar? I thought others were joining us.”

Moments later, Ciana’s look changed to one of horror as Fei tried to stack her plate high enough to raise concerns about the integrity of the plate.

“Fei, you can get seconds,” Nathan chided.

“Fine,” Fei mumbled, and returned some of the hunks of meat she had taken.

“You get used to her,” Sen said.

“Where does she put away all that meat?” Sunstorm asked.

“Her tits, I imagine,” Sen muttered.

Sen, Sunstorm, and Ciana stared at Fei’s impressive bust, then at their much less impressive chests. Their eyes immediately focused on Sunstorm, and Sen’s eyes narrowed.

“You seem to be doing well enough,” Sen said. “I thought they were smaller.”

“I strap them up in battle,” Sunstorm admitted. “They get in the way otherwise. And I’m quite certain that their size is due to my parentage. My mother and sister were both larger.”

“Lucky,” Sen muttered. “If they get in the way, how do you deal with them, Fei? I can’t even fit them in my hands.”

Fei tried to answer, but her words came out as a garbled mess.

“Chew, then swallow,” Sen told her.

Fei did as told, then said, “Um, practice? I had to hunt daily for my food in my village. I ate too much, so they stopped giving me my allocated ration when I came of age.”

“Practice doesn’t make things that size move less. I know,” Sunstorm said between bites.

“Beastkin physiques are different,” Ciana answered quietly. “Because we move so much and are often nomadic, our bodies are much more adapted to physical movement.”

Nathan listened in without saying a word. He found their conversation fascinating. Mostly because he was certain they had forgotten that he was here.

Normally when he was around, one of them tried to get his attention and that caused a fight. Usually Fei. He kept things from devolving too far by enforcing a strict rule about no sex outside the bedroom.

“So, what, Fei grows bones beneath her tits?” Sen asked.

“I haven’t,” Fei objected.

“No, it’s more that we have magic within our body that supports our bodies,” Ciana said, shaking her head. “We look like humans—”

“Except for the tails and ears,” Sen interrupted.

“And the rutting,” Sunstorm added.

Ciana blushed. “Let’s not talk about that.”

So, she was aware of that aspect of beastkin behavior. Fei showed no reaction, which suggested she was not.

Nathan considered that unsurprising. Fei’s upbringing didn’t involve a good education, and he appeared to be the first man she had shown a serious interest in. It might be another year before her beastkin physiology reared its head. Although Nathan had ordered medicine to deal with it anyway.

The last thing he needed was for Fei to be distracted in battle. She was Nathan’s Champion, not his pet.

Ciana cleared her throat and continued, “We look like humans, and largely act like them, but we have differences. The same that fairies and elves do. My stamina is far higher than a human’s. Fei can likely run faster and is more dexterous. Wolves can bend steel with their bare hands. Compared to a Champion enhancement, it’s nothing, but it matters against ordinary humans.”

“And that makes it easier for Fei to fight with large breasts?” Sen said, her voice echoing her disbelief.

“She won’t have the physical discomfort or other issues that a human woman would,” Ciana said. Then she paused. “Plus, she’s a Champion. I think enhancements take care of that anyway. Given the speed she moves at, her bones would break without magical help. She’s cutting through steel and running faster than draft horses.”

Sen opened her mouth to argue. Then closed it. She grimaced. “Okay, yeah, fair enough. I don’t have an enhancement, so I forget how inhuman they are by default. The whole ‘magic runs through their veins and makes them inhuman’ thing. Huh. No wonder the nights go on for so long.”

Sen’s eyes pierced Nathan’s body. So they did know he was here. He ignored them and continued to eat his lunch while finishing the paper.

“What’s that you’ve got there, Nathan?” Sen asked, refusing his attempt to ignore her and continue eavesdropping.

“An assessment for Ciana,” Nathan said. “Leopold asked me to handle her education while he’s busy.”

“Busy, huh,” Sen said. She looked sidelong at Ciana, who avoided her gaze. “Isn’t your Bastion supposed to be helping us when we march through the pass soon?”

Ciana remained silent.

“I guess he must be really busy up north, huh.” Sen waggled her eyebrows and leaned in close to Ciana, who glared back at her. “He’s visiting a couple of his Champions and didn’t want you getting in the way of his all day sex romps?”

Ciana pouted. “Probably.”

Sen’s face split into a grin and she giggled. “Wow. Despite his age, he really is more like Nathan than I thought.”

Ciana tried not to appear interested by the comparison. Her horse ears twitched, and her tail swished rapidly from side to side. She cleared her throat and looked innocently at Nathan. “Leopold said he only had time for the visit because Lady von Clair wasn’t ready. Is there anything in particular happening?”

“Anna is making some additional preparations with her troops,” Nathan said. “And I need to gather more power in the binding stone. It’s still summer. We have time before the weather worsens in the pass and makes travel difficult.”

“What happens if this duogem Champion attacks us while he’s away?” Sen asked, pointing her fork at Nathan as if to challenge him.

“That would make things easier for us,” he replied.

Sen scowled. “What if she attacks with a dozen Champions?”

Sunstorm opened her mouth to counter the idea, but Ciana spoke first.

“That would be improbable,” Ciana said.

Sen blinked and stared at the unicorn beastkin. Ciana held Sen’s gaze without flinching or ducking her head.

Continuing, Ciana said, “The engagement at Forselle Valley suggests that most of the Federation’s Champions are located there. Which is reasonable, given how much military strength the Empire has in the north right now. Furthermore, the Federation has significant commitments to the east. Its eastern border touches the Houkeem Desert and is under constant attack by demons invading from the Kurai Peninsula. They also must—”

“I get it, I get it,” Sen said. “The Federation is a small nation, with lots of neighbors, and all of their Bastions and Champions are already tied up. Everybody knows that. But what if they decide that it’s worth the risk to take us out?”

“They won’t,” Sunstorm replied. “If they were willing to take that risk, they wouldn’t have sent expendable Champions like Seraph and me.”

The table fell silent. Sen looked between Nathan and Sunstorm in search of help. This situation was far from her specialty.

“Done,” Nathan said, changing the topic. He handed back the paper to Ciana. “I’ve made notes in the margins regarding some of what you wrote. But largely, there’s not much to correct.”

“Are you sure?” Ciana asked, eyes wide. She held the papers against her chest.

“Yes. Your knowledge is well beyond what they teach at the academy. At this point, the only ways you’ll learn are books, experience, and other Bastions and Champions,” Nathan explained. He dug into a side of boar, after pouring some relish over it.

Fei tilted her head and swallowed. “If it’s not taught in the academy, how come you can grade her assessment?”

Sunstorm and Sen suppressed smirks, their eyes focusing on Nathan. Surely, he couldn’t worm out of this one.

But Ciana shook her head. “Nathan has already proven that he used his time at the academy very wisely. I’ve learned a lot of what I know from books and questioning the academy’s meisters when Leopold takes me there. There’s a lot more for me to learn.”

“That’s a smart approach to take.” Nathan smiled, and Ciana ducked her head. “Although you should start thinking about your path.”

“My path?”

“Whether you want to become a Champion or a Bastion,” Nathan said. “I can’t speak for Leopold with regard to your aptitude, but I can say that you know a lot more than most Champions ever learn.”

“Should we be offended?” Sunstorm asked.

Nathan shrugged. “There’s no reason that I can’t tell you more about the secrets of a Bastion. You’ve taken a similar oath.” He left out that Ciana hadn’t, which could be a concern under normal circumstances. “Most Champions don’t gain anything from knowing this sort of thing. And a lot don’t have the aptitude.”

All eyes subtly turned to Fei, then back to Nathan.

“So, I should become a Bastion, given the choice?” Ciana said.

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Nathan paused and chose his words carefully. “Champions rarely make good Bastions, but almost all Bastions make good Champions. But I don’t know if anybody could be both a great Bastion and a great Champion, if they somehow had the ability to become both. I’m sure that one of these paths is right for you. Leopold has offered you a choice that very few get. I recommend that you make the most of it.”

With those words, Nathan let the women return to their training. He had paperwork to fill out to prepare for the upcoming assault.


Chapter 35




Alate night invitation from Anna set Nathan’s teeth on edge.

Generally, being invited by a pretty noble woman to meet her in a private parlor at close to midnight meant difficult times ahead. Nathan had no desire to be tied down to a noble, no matter their status or impressive looks.

Not that he had ever thought about his future beyond being a Bastion. Staring down the end of the world left little time to worry about retirement and things had only become more complicated since coming to this timeline. His worries for the future limited themselves to the next few months or years at most.

Nathan walked through the halls of the keep to the meeting place. More soldiers patrolled the corridors than usual, and the lamps kept everything well lit. The fortress bustled with activity. Outside, supply trains ran along the highways from Forselle Valley and elsewhere in the county.

A young beastkin girl stood guard outside the parlor. Unlike the other soldiers, her uniform lacked Anna’s emblem. She worked only for Nathan and was one of his recent hires.

At the sight of Nathan, the guard snapped off a salute. Her wolf ears twitched, and her tail wagged faster and faster with each step Nathan took toward her. But she stared resolutely forward.

Nathan saluted back as he entered the parlor, and the beastkin froze for a moment. He caught her ears shooting bolt upright out of the corner of his eye before the door closed.

“Enjoying your new personal guard?” Kuda said, catching Nathan’s attention.

The lights were on, and Kuda was in the room with Anna. Nathan took those as good signs for this meeting. He accepted the coffee that Kuda offered him and took a seat.

Anna sat opposite him and seemed distracted by her thoughts. She idly sipped at her coffee. A handful of papers lay in front of her.

“I wouldn’t say ‘enjoying,’ but I do like having soldiers of my own,” Nathan said.

“And the fact that they’re all beastkin?” Kuda probed. His lips turned upward at the edges.

“There are a lot of beastkin villages nearby. Wolves near the mountains, cats down by the sea and along the rivers, horses in the plains. I have a lot of ways to make money as a Bastion and not many ways to use it,” Nathan explained. “By contrast, the villages out here don’t have much. The county that Fei grew up in has denser forest than Gharrick.”

Kuda inclined his head in understanding, and his smile vanished. “True. Very true. A rising tide lifts all boats, but it requires the tide to reach those boats to begin with. The beastkin live a harsh life, even though the Empire has banned slavery. Simple solutions only get us so far.”

Nathan frowned. Politics. He was never very good at it. The same went for economics.

Logistics. Warfare. Magical theory. Leadership. Even some elements of nation-building such as the mechanisms of bureaucracy, how merchants made money, and taxes. These were the things that Nathan specialized in.

But applying those to a political or economic framework never sat well with him. He could make the leap, if he wanted to. He knew what Kuda meant. The Empire was wealthy, and the nobles especially so. Nathan was extending a helping hand, but Kuda was indirectly questioning if it was enough. He questioned if the Emperor cared about the beastkin at all, given how little was done to help them.

On the other hand, Nathan didn’t run an Empire responsible for protecting, feeding, managing, clothing, and housing countless millions. He didn’t have to keep unruly nobles in line, who might have aspirations to do worse.

He also had no way to reconcile such ideas with the existence of the academy, and the fact that the Empire had already done more to help the beastkin than most of Doumahr. Every other country beside Falmir and the Empire allowed slavery or a close equivalent.

In the end, Nathan shrugged off Kuda’s attempt to politicize the discussion. “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m a Bastion, not a noble or a ruler.”

“I could say the same about Bastion Leopold,” Kuda countered.

Nathan frowned. “This isn’t really a discussion I specialize in, Kuda. War is black and white. Stopping demons is black and white.” Or it was, before Nathan met Kadria, but he ignored her existence for now. “But political change?”

Anna spoke up, “If you didn’t care, why are you explicitly helping the beastkin?”

“Because they make excellent soldiers and guards,” Nathan said. “Wolf beastkin especially are exceptionally strong. If I want to build a unit of knights capable of stopping demons, instead of firing catapults from behind walls, then my best starting point is beastkin.”

“Ah. So it’s not pity, after all,” Kuda said. “My mistake.”

Nathan shrugged and drained his cup. “I do feel that part of my duty as Bastion is to share some of my largesse. The binding stone lets me create trade goods from nothing, so I’m not hurting for money. There’s a term from Trafaumh about how nobles need to share some of their birthright, because they didn’t earn it.”

“Noblesse oblige,” Anna supplied. “More specifically, it’s about how nobles must act nobly, and part of that means to extend our wealth and power to those who do not have it. Saying that it’s a controversial topic among nobles is an understatement. Although I imagine you’re about to spark a lot of interest in it.”

“I am?” Nathan asked. He blinked.

The door opened and Leopold stepped in. Nathan caught the beastkin guard gawking at the older Bastion and gestured for her to calm down. She blushed and resumed her stoic posture.

No wonder Kuda had commented on her when Nathan walked in. She only hid her reaction when she thought somebody was looking.

“Am I interrupting something?” Leopold asked. He eased into a seat with a wince. “My apologies, I had a long ride here.”

Nathan looked at Anna in disbelief. “You invited him to a midnight meeting on the same day he arrived?”

“The two of you are going to be busy tomorrow. How else am I going to butt in?” she muttered. Her hands smoothed out her dress, which Nathan belatedly noted was frillier than usual. “We were discussing the idea of noblesse oblige and how the war will cause renewed debate over it.”

“Ah, yes, the ethical debate over hereditary nobility.” Leopold sighed. “Well, at least I’m sitting down.”

“Really? That relates to this war?” Nathan asked.

“To us, this war is about border tariffs, demons, and a power-hungry regent seeking to gain more influence within the Federation,” Leopold explained. “But how do we justify the war to the people of the Empire? I hate to say it, but the reality is that it will be through the difference between our nations. We may be changing slowly, but we live in a country of nobility. The Federation is different.”

Anna interjected, “Is the Federation really that different to us? All of the regents are people who held power in their former nations. They’re nobles by any other name.”

“Perhaps. But that’s not how they see it. And when they die, their sons and daughters are not guaranteed to become regents. Whereas your children will inherit Gharrick County,” Leopold said.

Anna bit her lip but said nothing more.

More politics, Nathan thought. But this time, he understood it. Because it influenced the way he could fight this war, and the way the countries would react to it.

Nathan licked his lips. “This seems like the sort of thing that could spiral out of control quickly.”

“Hah, yes,” Leopold said. “Hence why His Majesty has left me in charge. Ideally, I intend to make this war about the countries as little as possible. Hence the heresy charge. The more we can pin this on individuals at the top of the Federation, the less this becomes about entire systems of governance. Nobody wants a total war between nations. The instability would threaten the entire world.”

Yes. Yes, it would, Nathan thought.

He leaned back in his chair in relief. He didn’t want to deal with this political mess. Maybe one day it would rear its ugly head. But today, he fought a simpler war. One about stopping a Federation that had attempted to use demons to attack the Empire and had committed heresy against Omria while doing so.

“Well, it’s late. I assume you called us together for a reason, Anna,” Leopold asked. He thanked Kuda for the cup of dark coffee, then held it high in the air. As he had been practiced many times, Kuda poured a shot of brandy into the coffee.

Nathan and Anna pretended not to notice. On the one hand, the elder Bastion’s late night drinking habits were his own business, even if they might raise an eyebrow given his age.

On the other hand, worries over poisoning attempts meant that nobody was going to try to pour something into Leopold’s drink out of his sight. Nathan didn’t need much of an imagination to picture how most of his new beastkin guards would react if they saw Kuda or any other servant slipping something extra into Leopold’s drink. Blood would flow, and a promising new recruit would end their career in a traumatizing way.

“You’re marching on Vera’s tower soon. I want in on the planning,” Anna said. She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, eyes flashing with excitement.

Leopold and Nathan exchanged glances. Neither had expected this.

“Don’t look at each other like that. I’m the countess. It’s my armies that will support you,” Anna said, her voice imperious. Her lip quivered.

Leopold held a hand up and sipped his coffee using his other. Silence fell, and Anna took the chance to regain her composure.

A subtle lean of Leopold’s head indicated to Nathan that he needed to take the lead here. He caught the cue, then cleared his throat. Anna turned to him, her lips halfway toward a pout.

“I’m still the Bastion assigned to your county, Anna,” Nathan said, trying to mollify her. “If you want to be involved, you can be involved.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Anna muttered. “I said it before, didn’t I? I want to be the countess that supports you. My family has protected these lands for generations. I won’t be the one who fails to achieve greatness when it’s within grasp.”

“Quite greedy aren’t you,” Leopold said, his voice laced with amusement. Anna shot him a cutting look and he winked back at her. “I finally gave you the Bastion you’ve been asking for, after all of these years, and now you also want to claim his glory?”

“That’s not—” Anna stopped talking and scowled at Leopold.

Nathan blinked and looked between the pair in confusion. “Years?”

“Yes, years.” Anna rolled her eyes. “I told you when we first met that I wanted somebody to help remind the Empire that this county exists, didn’t I? To the south is land held directly by the archduke, and it is mostly occupied by beastkin. North is better, but it’s strategically important. Other than the old man here, I don’t get my day in court.”

“You have a vote in the Diet,” Leopold pointed out.

“A vote.” Anna crossed her arms. “None of the councils, committees, or even working groups that my father sat on bothered to extend an invitation to me when he passed.”

Nathan coughed, and both Anna and Leopold turned to him.

“I’m sorry,” Nathan said, not feeling sorry at all. “But, Anna, you told me that you asked for a Bastion only a year ago.”

Anna stared at Nathan. Then she glared at Leopold. “You didn’t tell him?”

Leopold drained his cup and placed it on the table. He placed his hand over it to indicate to Kuda not to refill it. His eyes focused on Nathan, and he refused to look at Anna.

“I didn’t feel it pertinent,” Leopold said. “I was unaware you only told him when you asked for an Imperial Bastion, rather than when you requested that the academy accept a specific person to become a Bastion.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Nathan said slowly. The room felt colder somehow. Leopold still refused to look at Anna, despite her angry and confused expression.

“You’re… Nevermind,” Anna muttered and stopped glaring at Leopold. “Fine. I’ll explain it.” Anna shook her head and faced Nathan. “Before I formally requested a Bastion from the Imperial Army, I spent years helping somebody else to enter the academy. She had been interested almost her entire life, but only when my father fell ill did I gain the ability to sponsor her.”

“Because you gained the power of your household,” Nathan said. “You weren’t the countess yet, but as the heir, you may as well have been.”

Anna nodded. “Exactly. Unfortunately, she was never successful. Despite multiple sponsors.” Anna glanced at Leopold, who refused to look back at her. “By the time my father passed away, and I took over full control of the household and county, it was something of a lost cause.”

“Until you eventually needed military support because your brother left?” Nathan asked, trying to keep the skepticism out of his voice.

“I prompted her earlier than that,” Leopold said, his poker face smile back in place.

“You did, yes,” Anna said after a long pause. She didn’t elaborate on why.

Nathan sighed. “That someone. Who was it?”

He had a strong feeling he already knew. There was only one person he had met with a strong enough interest in Bastions and Champions—to say nothing of her bitterness toward Leopold—to have applied multiple times to enter the academy.

“Vera,” Anna answered.


Chapter 36




“Seraph’s not here,” Sunstorm reported. “Not yet, anyway.”

Nathan nodded and let her take up a position behind him.

Below him, Anna’s army formed ranks and prepared for battle. They had marched through the pass today, and Vera’s tower wasn’t far. Federation banners fluttered around the base of the tower.

Nathan watched from atop the bluffs above the pass. Leopold, Anna, Vera, and his Champions accompanied him.

Ciana remained behind. Leopold refused to risk her in a battle that might involve a duogem Champion. She had attempted to convince Nathan and appeal to him in various ways. He had politely declined. Several times.

One time, Fei had declined on his behalf and thrown a half-naked unicorn beastkin out of Nathan’s bedroom. She had not appreciated Ciana horning in on her territory.

On the other hand, Ciana’s straightforward seduction attempt made it very clear that she was interested in Nathan. A small part of his mind had worried that she might be more interested in her mentor, but that idea could happily be put to bed.

Curiously, Kuda accompanied Anna. Given neither had any intentions of participating in the battle itself, Nathan doubted he planned to fight. But he carried a sword and wore light armor nonetheless.

Anna’s army was larger than Nathan expected. He had kept a decent defensive force at the keep and left his new recruits behind. Despite this, Anna mustered a significant army, if a smaller one than the Federation defended the tower with.

She had levied soldiers from all across her county. With Leopold’s authority—and more importantly, his money—she had even levied soldiers from the beastkin villages to the south. Very little of the army was professional, and most of it had never fought before, but numbers helped. The beastkin’s raw power and skill in hunting lent a quality all its own.

Nathan had stepped in and helped organize the army, however. Anna and her officers lacked any experience in command, and had never managed a mixed army like this. Even things as basic as which beastkin played well together were new to them.

A smart man did not put wolf beastkin in the same company as any other beastkin. For one thing, the wolves were unlikely to talk to anybody other than their own kin. Second, most other beastkin became really jittery around large numbers of wolves. Even Fei acted a bit funny when the wolves in the keep gathered in groups of more than three or four.

Given the Federation forces outnumbered his, Nathan organized his offensive to handle it. Ideally, he could rely on his Champions to limit casualties.

Fei and Sen possessed extremely powerful abilities that fell into the category of “anti-army.” The downside was that both were so fantastically powerful that Nathan hesitated to use them too much. Fei’s flames melted flesh and metal, and guaranteed a painful death for anybody she targeted with them. Sen’s spells were less terrifying to witness, but only if she restricted herself to third rank spells.

Even with fourth rank spells, Sen reduced entire columns of men and women to ash.

Ultimately, the Federation soldiers were merely men and women who fought for their nation. They had families. Most probably didn’t even know why they were fighting the Empire. Turning countless hundreds of comparatively innocent people into ash didn’t sit well with Nathan.

He had done that far too many times in his timeline. Entire battlefields filled with corpses lined his memories as far back as he cared to remember.

If he could avoid doing that here, and instead force the Federation to flee, then Nathan would take the chance. The cost was the lives of the soldiers under him.

That didn’t sit well with him either.

War was shit, Nathan thought. It reminded him of why he wanted to prevent this timeline from getting any worse.

“She may not be here now, but I believe it is wise to assume she will be here soon,” Leopold said, talking about Seraph. He stroked his bare chin and stared out over the armies. “I’m assuming that’s why you’re keeping your Champions back?”

“It is,” Nathan half-lied. Leopold knew about Nathan’s battle plan. This question was purely for the benefit of those around them.

Seraph’s presence was the other complicating factor to any plan that relied too heavily on Champions. Even if Nathan didn’t care about slaughtering a couple thousand Federation soldiers, sending his Champions to the front line risked the battle in a different way.

The only counter to an enemy Champion was a Champion of his own. And if the enemy Champion was stronger than his, he needed several Champions. Everybody knew this, and armies drew morale from the power of the heroes that led them.

The Federation army held its defensive line around Vera’s tower, not because it was convinced that it could win, but because it knew that it had a duogem Champion backing it.

Nathan imagined a scenario where he sent his Champions against the Federation, recklessly trying to secure the victory as fast as possible, while losing as few soldiers as he could.

Fei burned out companies of soldiers, leaving behind molten piles of flesh and steel. Sen left craters where the enemy had stood in formation. Sunstorm cut down their officers and elites.

Then Seraph showed up and blew one of his girls away. By the time the other two reacted, Seraph could engage another. Nathan and Leopold moved too slowly.

The battle ended before it started. The Federation army lay in ruin. Nathan and his Champions died so early in their careers that they didn’t even make the history books.

Not that such a scenario could ever happen. Leopold would have refused to participate in such a foolhardy plan. Despite his age and power, he was far from his binding stones. He had no way to teleport to safety.

Although Nathan suspected that Leopold had some additional defense, an escape plan, or at least a Champion hiding nearby. He hadn’t spotted any other Champions, however. And Sunstorm hadn’t either.

Everybody watched the soldiers form up into ranks. Many of the beastkin companies grew rowdy, but their officers kept them in check. Most of the officers were older men and women, and their equipment showed wear from previous battles.

“A lot more beastkin responded to the levy than I expected,” Anna said. “Some of them even brought their own equipment.”

“The Empire dislikes paying to equip a soldier twice,” Leopold said. “Many of them will have been asked to fight before and have kept their equipment from the first time. I understand we used to ask every recruit to bring their own weapons, centuries ago, but most people dislike spending their own money in order to fight for others.”

“I can require it of them, if they prefer,” Anna said.

“Yes, and then you become the countess who forced poor, unarmed peasants to go into battle.” Leopold gave Anna a condescending look. “There’s your rights as a noble, and then there’s what you can actually get away with.”

“Noblesse oblige, yes,” Anna muttered. “Why did so many beastkin come, then?”

“Because you’re paying them a fortune,” Nathan said.

Anna blinked and stared at him. Then she looked at Kuda, who nodded in agreement with Nathan.

“I am?” Anna said.

“Actually, I am,” Leopold said. “On behalf of His Majesty.”

“But I recruited them. They’re even wearing my emblem,” Anna protested. “I pay my guards well and have offered more for this campaign. But I don’t think it’s enough to attract hundreds of beastkin from other counties.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “The lowest paid beastkin here is being paid as much per day as your guards normally earn in a week. The veterans—the officers that keep them in line and who brought their own equipment—are getting paid roughly double that.”

Anna’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “That’s ridiculous.”

“They are at the highest risk of death,” Leopold said. “More to the point, that’s what the Imperial Army pays levied soldiers. You recruited them under my authority, which means they must be paid according to the standard set by His Majesty.”

“By the time they go home, each beastkin will have more money than his entire village makes in a year,” Anna said.

“Now you know why so many came out to fight,” Nathan said.

“It seems a little unfair to my guards,” Anna mumbled.

“Your guards have secure employment. The other soldiers you levied are being paid extra and are protecting their home. They already have livelihoods here, and many will make connections. Some will even remain as soldiers or guards once we take Fort Taubrum, giving them a well-paying job.” Nathan pointed to various companies as he spoke, and Anna’s gaze followed his hand. “But the beastkin will go back to their villages, in different counties, and it may be years before they have another chance to do more than live off the land. Their homes aren’t under threat—at least not yet. They’ll still have farmland to harvest and forests to hunt in. They need a damn good reason to risk their lives.”

“Goddess, you’re good at this,” Anna said, staring at Nathan in wonder. “Why did your father disavow you again?”

“I imagine because he actually likes beastkin,” Leopold said drily. “Understanding war beyond the idea of stabbing the enemy probably hurt his chances as well.”

Nathan hid his surprise. His father in this timeline had issues with beastkin? Nathan spent as little time dwelling on his implanted memories as possible, so he was unaware of this fact.

He really should spend some time meditating on his past in this timeline, in order to avoid any nasty surprises in the future.

Furthermore, Leopold really disliked Nathan’s father. Hints had been given earlier, but Leopold no longer bothered to hide his disdain for the other Bastion.

“That explains a bit, yes,” Anna said. “Fine, I get it. The beastkin, that is. And also why you’ve had no difficulties wrangling them into a proper army, Nathan. My captain, Lord Fleitz, fell into despair after his first attempt to bring the beastkin into line.”

Nathan had met Fleitz earlier. A straight-laced man roughly the same age as Nathan. He ruled a barony to the north, which included another town in Gharrick County, and owed fealty to the von Clair household. Given Fleitz’s defining trait was his love of ale, and the fact he was in the process of expanding the family brewery, Nathan felt no surprise that the man struggled with beastkin.

“I’d take credit for being an amazing general, but the truth is that it’s mostly because I’m a Bastion,” Nathan admitted. He scratched the back of his head.

Behind him, he heard Fei let out a small whine. He ignored her.

“I imagine the dozens of beastkin currently working for you helped as well,” Kuda added. “The veterans fell into line when they saw that you already worked with beastkin.”

Fei muttered something that Nathan didn’t hear. Glancing behind him, he saw Sen whispering into Fei’s ear. The beastkin’s ears sat flat against her head, and her tail hung low.

“Is something wrong, Fei?” Nathan asked.

She glowered at him.

Nathan looked at the others, who shrugged. Presumably they hadn’t paid any attention to Fei’s mood. Given she was his lover, he was more sensitive to her feelings.

Finally, Fei said, “It’s not because you’re a Bastion.”

“Fei?” Nathan asked, surprised.

“They trust you because you proved that you deserve to be trusted,” Fei blurted out. Her ears shot up, and her eyes bore into Nathan’s. “I spoke to the old warriors, and they all said the same thing: ‘Bastion Nathan knows how to lead.’ You gave them orders they thought were right. You’ve done that in all of our battles. It’s your experience that makes you trusted, not what you are.”

All eyes turned from Fei to Nathan.

Well, wasn’t this awkward? Fei talked up his experience, but Nathan shouldn’t have it.

Nathan knew he had been coming close to the line in regard to using his wealth of knowledge from his timeline. This outburst proved that he had probably pushed things too far.

But he didn’t know if he could stop. What was the point of coming back in time if he failed? Was hiding his knowledge and ability to avoid being found out worth the risk of letting Doumahr fall into ruin again?

No. Not in Nathan’s eyes. But he needed to lessen the suspicion building up regarding him. People like Fei adored him and were safe. But what about his enemies?

A declaration of heresy could end everything in an instant.

Leopold spoke up first, “Well, I suppose I was right to take the risk and appoint you as Bastion here. My suspicion that your dismissal by your father made you a good fit has proven correct.”

That poker face smile of Leopold’s sat firmly on his face. How much did he suspect?

Nathan chose not to think too much about it. He let the topic slide.

Everybody moved onto the subject of battle tactics. The armies were in position. Due to their inferior numbers and the open terrain, laying siege was out of the question. A direct offensive was the only option.

“So we’re relying on the soldiers?” Vera asked. “If the Champions are going to hang back as a contingency to deal with Seraph.”

“We’ll provide limited ranged support for the soldiers,” Nathan said.

“Except I’m pretty sure some of us have our own mission.” Vera pointed at her tower, which sat inert in the center of the Federation encampment. “We’re taking the tower, aren’t we?”

“That’s the objective of the battle,” Nathan asked. “Are you suggesting something else?”

“I have a cairn in my tower. It’s tied to my magic. Rather than limited ranged support from back here, I can provide a lot more if I connect to my cairn directly. The Federation will retreat, surrender, or be destroyed once I’m back in control of the tower,” Vera explained.

“You brought the idea up earlier,” Nathan said.

“And?”

To say that it had been a topic of debate was an understatement.

Anna shot a glare at Leopold, who pointedly ignored her.

The old Bastion favored caution. Use the superior power of the beastkin to win the conventional battle, pepper the Federation with sorcery from afar, and engage Seraph en masse with Champions and Bastions should she appear.

A sound plan. If a little too safe, and likely to cause significant casualties among the beastkin.

By contrast, Anna liked Vera’s plan. As Vera lacked any way to boost her sorcery, her spells would be useless against Seraph. The power of Ifrit allowed Sen to harm Seraph, despite her innate protections of two gems. Anna’s argument was that Vera contributed more if she took control of her tower.

The fact that Anna argued so strongly in favor of the plan made Nathan question who came up with the idea to begin with. Vera hadn’t pushed to be involved with any of the planning. She hadn’t floated the idea that she wouldn’t join the attack, given her tower was being taken back. But Nathan got the sense she wanted to avoid this battle at all costs.

Something was awry.

“I’m assuming you still can’t connect to your cairn from here?” Nathan asked.

“The tower is undamaged, so its wards prevent anybody from tapping into the cairn from outside,” Vera said.

“You prevented yourself from accessing your own cairn from outside the tower?” Nathan asked.

“Only if my link was broken. Which it was when you pulled me through the gateway.” Vera raised an eyebrow at him, as if to dare Nathan to challenge her on that.

Her words made sense. While Nathan was intrinsically connected to his binding stone, a cairn was merely a local font of magic. There were many ways to disrupt a sorcerer’s connection to his cairn. Capturing a sorcerer’s tower often employed strategies reliant on breaking that connection, then killing or capturing the sorcerer before he reconnected to the cairn.

After all, once disconnected, it took anywhere from minutes to hours for a sorcerer to reconnect to his cairn. Vera needed time once they got into the tower for this plan to work. Somebody needed to protect her.

Yet another gap between Bastions and sorcerers, and another reason why sorcerers wanted to become Bastions. A binding stone was an effectively infinite source of energy, and one that the sorcerer couldn’t lose their connection to.

Or at least, not normally. As Kadria proved, normal went out the window when Messengers became involved. She had severed Nathan’s connections to most of his binding stones as easily as Nathan might cut off a sorcerer from their cairns.

“If we’re to get you into the tower, we’ll need to make a path and protect you while you reconnect to the cairn,” Nathan explained. This is where any proposal became unstuck during earlier debate. “I won’t put Fei and the others out of position.”

“You won’t need to,” Vera declared. “I have enough power to push through a few companies of soldiers with the help of one of your summoned horses. Once there, I can get inside the tower and activate my remaining summons.”

“That’s too risky,” Anna said. “If we’re sending in Vera like that, then why not push harder? Once she gets on top of the tower, she’ll more than make up for the extra losses we’ll take by being more aggressive. You can’t tell me that dragging the battle out for longer is better for us?”

It could be, Nathan wanted to say. But so much of this depended on Seraph.

“You’re right, if we pull this off properly,” Nathan said. “Which is why I’ll go with Vera.”

Everybody stared at him.

“But you’re in command,” Anna said. She looked at Leopold, who shrugged in return.

“They’re your soldiers. You even have your own nobles and officers commanding them. Fei and Sunstorm are trained commanders as well. Everybody knows the order of battle,” Nathan said. “But if we’re modifying the plan at this stage, it makes sense that I go with Vera. My binding stone is closer than Leopold’s, so I can react more swiftly to any sudden events. Plus, he has more combat experience and is better suited to fighting Seraph.”

“It is risky, but an approach I feel I might take if I were feeling reckless,” Leopold said.

Nathan couldn’t tell if Leopold was chiding him or agreeing with him. He chose to take the words at face value and assume that the old man was letting him do what he wanted.

“Vera?” Nathan asked.

“I won’t say no to a chance to get back into my tower sooner,” Vera answered. Her eyes met Nathan’s. “I didn’t expect you or Leopold to stick your neck out like this, but I’ll take it. I’ll return the favor with an impressive light show once inside.”


Chapter 37




The strategy session came to a close, and everybody dispersed.

Anna held her own meeting with her officers. Presumably she told them about the change of plans. Nathan suspected at least Lord Fleitz would approach him afterward, if only to confirm specifics.

Normally, a baron might be less willing to annoy his liege by openly looking to somebody else for authority. But Nathan was the Bastion, and Fleitz seemed comfortable with his title. Anna wasn’t going to punish one of her few barons, after all.

In fact, Anna seemed to have a surprisingly small retinue for a countess. Most of those present were knights, baronets, and unlanded nobles. Fleitz was the only baron.

Nathan wondered if the other barons had refused to fight, or if Anna hadn’t asked. Most barons owed their true loyalty to the archduke, not the local countess. Anna controlled the military and could require their assistance to quell threats—a baron’s land comes with the requirement that he bear arms upon request of the Empire—but the barons didn’t owe her fealty.

Nobility annoyed Nathan. He found it overly complex. Who appointed whose great-great-great-great-grandfather as baron a couple of centuries ago mattered more than who governed the land he lived in. To say nothing of the bitter power struggle between those at the very top.

Nathan didn’t need to imagine the sort of nonsense that must take place between the three archdukes of the Empire, and with the Emperor himself. His true birthplace, the Kingdom of Falmir, had suffered through a truly devastating transition of power. He often forgot that it was still a kingdom in this timeline, calling it Falmir, instead of the Kingdom, as many others did.

“Nathan, the beastkin companies are ready,” Fei said, shaking him out of his thoughts.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose and tried to focus himself. As a Bastion of the Anfang Empire, picking fights about the concept of nobility was unwise at best. Better to not waste time thinking about it.

“They know that they’re leading the charge?” Nathan asked.

“Yep,” Fei chirped. “They didn’t seem that surprised. And I think half of their food supplies are actually alcohol.” She furrowed her brow in concern.

Nathan stared at her. “Try not to talk too loudly about that. I’m guessing at least one of the old wolves knew how to handle the quartermaster. So long as they share the booze and don’t crack open the barrels until after we win, I’ll turn a blind eye.”

“Isn’t Anna paying for all the food and drink?” Fei’s eyes widened as she realized what was happening.

“She can consider it a lesson in managing her supplies and logistics better,” Nathan said drily. “If she lets the beastkin get one over her like this, imagine what mercenaries will do to her? Better she learns now, and what better way to learn than by picking up the check.”

The sun sat firmly above their heads. Not a cloud marred the sky. Banners waved in the air above each army. The enemy encampment had emptied onto the field in front of the pass.

“Still no sign of Seraph,” Nathan muttered.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Vera asked.

“I’d prefer to know where she is,” he said. “But we can’t afford to waste any more time.”

Nathan signaled for his army to advance. Slowly, his soldiers marched toward the enemy.

Inexperienced soldiers often said that the waiting was the hardest part. Veterans thought—but rarely said—that watching their friends die while they lived on was the hardest part. Dead soldiers didn’t think, but they would probably say that the hardest part was the actual battle, or maybe the part where they lay dying.

For Nathan, the hardest part were these very moments. Watching the armies converge on each other at an agonizingly slow pace. Every second reminded him of past battles. Of battlefields covered in corpses.

No order could stop the battle now, Nathan knew. That was what made this part of the battle unbearable for him.

He felt forced to watch as the battle inched closer and closer to reality. Eventually, arrows would be fired, or a spell cast, or a melee would break out. Then the battle would be on, and Nathan’s mind busy with tactics, contingencies, and ensuring that he played his role correctly.

For now, he waited.

The armies clashed, and Nathan let out a breath he knew he was holding.

“Were you this tense during the siege?” Vera asked, a look of concern on her face.

“No. I didn’t give the order to start the siege,” Nathan replied.

“Oh.”

Everybody else had spread out prior to the start of the battle. Sen hurled fireballs over the heads of the Imperial soldiers. Her figure was easily visible due to the constant arc of flames flying from her, and the glowing triangles around her greatsword. Magical barriers blocked some of her spells, but she shattered most of them. The Federation magic users lacked the power to match Sen.

Fei sat astride an automaton horse next to Sen. Occasionally, the beastkin Champion issued an order, but she mostly watched. Her role was to command the assault and protect Sen if necessary.

Elsewhere, Leopold kept Anna company. Although both Bastions considered it unlikely, Seraph might attempt to assassinate Anna when she attacked. Leopold had the strength to counter her and withstand Seraph’s superior power for long enough.

Although not visible, Sunstorm lurked in the distance. She kept watch for Seraph. Her ability to teleport and hide made her invaluable as an early warning system.

The battle dragged on. The beastkin pushed forward. Howls rose up from the front ranks, and the wolves shattered a company of heavily armored knights. Imperial soldiers—beastkin and human alike—swarmed into the opening and tore a hole in the Federation line. Reserves poured forth from the rear of the Federation army, but they had to fight past fleeing soldiers from the front line. Panic ensued.

As the Federation struggled to prevent a full-blown rout, Nathan kicked his horse forward. Vera followed him, and both of them galloped toward the front line.

Fei spotted him and snapped out new orders. The entire battle shifted in a moment. Companies of soldiers that had stayed out of the battle surged forward. The hole in the Federation line was pushed open farther. The Imperial soldiers applied more pressure to the Federation, who fought back fiercely.

A gap opened up in the Imperial lines. Several beastkin ushered Nathan and Vera through the gap. Nathan noticed that all of them were horse beastkin, their long, fine tails swaying energetically behind them.

“Carve a hole,” Nathan shouted as he and Vera approached the thick of the battle. He drew his sword.

He blasted a hole in the Federation defenders with a fourth rank spell. Many of those he knocked down got back up, but most didn’t. Fire poured down on the rest. Vera’s staff blazed with an endless stream of flames. Nathan allowed her to take the lead and blew away any soldiers that got too close.

Spears bounced off the steel frames of the automaton horses they rode. Nathan winced as one soldier successfully hit him in the calf, before blowing away the offender.

Then the soldiers vanished. The horses leaped over a pile of rubble that had once been the outer wall of the tower. Row after row of tents flew past as Nathan and Vera rode toward the base of the tower without stopping. A handful of soldiers and camp followers stared at them. Some grabbed weapons and gave chase.

The doors to the tower were shut. They glowed faintly. Locked with magic.

Nathan leaped off his horse. Vera followed suit more sedately, demonstrating less experience in jumping off horses mid-battle. She strode up to the door and unlocked it. The stone double doors swung open without a sound.

Looking behind them, Nathan realized that the Federation soldiers hadn’t given up. Rather than blow them away, he took the simpler route. He unsummoned the horses and followed Vera inside the tower. In the distance, he thought he heard the battle getting closer, as if soldiers were pushing forward to the tower at a rapid pace.

The moment he stepped inside the tower, the doors slammed shut. Vera’s back faced him, and she gestured for him to follow him with her hand. She didn’t slow down. Her stride was purposeful as she walked across the bottom level of her tower. The tower remained well lit, presumably as the lights drew power from the cairn.

A few corpses remained here, Nathan noticed. Not all of them were on the ground level, which is where Vera had fought off the intruders. But most were.

According to Vera, the doors to her tower automatically locked upon closing. She compared them to a magical deadbolt. Anybody who wanted to open the doors needed a magical key to match the spell keeping them closed. If the Federation closed the doors, or let them be closed for any reason, then those still inside the tower would have been trapped. Some of the corpses probably belonged to people who starved to death.

Accompanying the corpses were the remains of Vera’s summons. Plates of armor and weapons, mostly. Vera had more summons within the tower, supposedly. Nathan couldn’t see where they might be hidden.

He caught up to Vera and made it to the stairwell before her. Turning while he waited for her, he noticed that she had stopped.

Vera stood close to the center of the room. She didn’t speak or react to Nathan’s questioning gaze.

This tower contained a cairn. A pile of rocks imbued with magic that allowed sorcerers to easily channel large volumes of magic from the leylines. Nathan suspected that the cairn was underneath them although he didn’t see any way in the tower to go underground.

He met Vera’s gaze. She stared back at him impassively. No magic came to life in her hands, but that didn’t mean much. Nathan couldn’t hear anybody outside, or anybody inside for that matter. This tower contained only the two of them.

“So, are you going to join me at the top of the tower or try to kill me here?” Nathan asked.
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“At least, I’m assuming that’s what you’re deciding on now,” Nathan added. “I can’t tell. I’m pretty convinced that you’ve been helping the Federation, but you’ve done a pretty terrible job of it.”

“You don’t look surprised,” Vera replied after a long pause.

“Like I said, I’m pretty convinced that you haven’t really been on my side,” Nathan said.

“Define ‘your side,’ Nathan,” Vera said.

An excellent question, in Nathan’s mind.

“The side that doesn’t want an army of demons pouring into the countryside?” Nathan tried. “That stunt by the Federation could have wiped out the entire county. Or even more. A demonic invasion away from a binding stone is notoriously difficult to stop, and attracts unwanted attention.”

Vera frowned at him. “Who considers it notorious? And attention from who? You’ve mentioned more of your secret ‘Bastion knowledge’ than Leopold has ever let slip. Most of the books I’ve been able to get my hands on say nothing about many of the things you’ve mentioned. I asked an old friend of mine about those Messengers you brought up months ago, and he hadn’t heard of them.”

Of course he hadn’t. The idea of demonic generals capable of crushing Bastions like ants was too terrifying for the public to know about. Nathan doubted even the Emperor knew much about them.

“There’s an uninhabited peninsula to the east of the Federation that has been overrun by demons. Don’t you find it strange that nobody talks much about it?” Nathan said.

Vera remained silent, but grimaced.

“That’s the side I’m on, Vera. The one that doesn’t want the world turned into an uninhabitable wasteland,” Nathan continued. “Hence why I became worried when you didn’t seem to be on the same side.”

“I helped you stabilize the leylines,” Vera protested. “I even fought the Federation when they attacked. How did you even know to suspect me?”

“Initially, I was uncertain. But I grew suspicious of you because of how unwilling you were to take action to stop the bandits,” Nathan explained. “The Federation had funded them in the past, the leylines were being disrupted, and now the bandits were attacking a town. But you didn’t lift a finger to help an old friend. Anna described you as embittered toward the Empire.”

“Are you sure you weren’t merely paranoid?” Vera said drily.

“I prefer to think that I plan for contingencies,” Nathan replied. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “One of those included the possibility that either you or Anna were working with the Federation.”

“Anna?” Vera scoffed. “You suspected Anna?”

“Briefly.” Nathan shrugged. “She had reason to be upset with the Empire. And there was nothing to suggest that she was incompetent—the opposite, in fact. She cares too much about her family, her pride, and her position in the Empire to betray it, however. To say nothing of what would happen to her brother if she betrayed the Empire. He’s still fighting against Trafaumh up north, after all.”

“You seem convinced from the start that somebody was working with the Federation,” Vera said after a pause.

“Because that’s how the Federation operates. It expands by creating new provinces and offering power to people who are bitter that they have been overlooked. Torneus is very, very good at finding people who will do things that they otherwise wouldn’t, because they have been refused things that they feel they deserve.”

Vera stared at him. “You know Torneus?”

“I know how he operates rather well,” Nathan said. Elaborating this much was dangerous, he realized. But not talking about the manipulative old bastard hanging over Vera’s head was far more dangerous.

“And you thought Torneus was interested in me?” Vera asked.

“Maybe. I didn’t know for sure until very recently. Until then, I only had your suspicious behavior,” Nathan admitted.

Her refusal to stop the bandits. Her aggression toward him when he first arrived. Her dismissive attitude toward the idea of the Federation attacking the Empire, even though they had been funding the bandits for years.

“But I helped you,” Vera protested.

“I’ll admit I’m not sure about your motives for doing that,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “But you outed yourself in the battle at the cairn when you chased after Sunstorm. You should have died when you fought her. There’s no way that you could have survived a one-on-one fight with her. I assumed that you passed on a message when you chased her.”

“… Shit,” Vera muttered. “I knew it would look bad in retrospect, but I didn’t think you already suspected me by then.”

“Really? I all but accused you of potentially working with them when I pointed out that a Federation Champion was skulking around your tower,” he pointed out.

Vera blinked. She opened her mouth to reply, then closed it.

Moments later, she covered her face with her palm and stared up at the very top of her tower. Nathan thought she was going to scream in frustration. He glanced around, checking for any signs of an ambush.

Nothing had changed. No summons had emerged from the shadows, and he neither saw nor felt anybody arrive. He couldn’t feel Seraph’s power outside, either.

“So you knew it was me from the start,” Vera said when she recomposed herself.

“Like I said, I suspected somebody. You confirmed my suspicions through your actions,” he said. “You wanted to become a Bastion. The Empire refused you. You became angry. Leopold frustrated you because he stopped helping you and continued to keep his secrets, and eventually Anna gave up on you. Then Torneus offered you the binding stone in exchange for betraying the Empire. All you had to do was undermine the defense of Gharrick Pass and constantly mislead Anna.”

Vera grimaced and looked away. She didn’t refute his story. Maybe he had missed a few details, but he seemed to have gotten it largely right.

“What I don’t understand is why you helped me stop the Federation?” Nathan asked.

“… Because they didn’t tell me everything,” Vera muttered. “I’m not lying when I say that you’ve told me more about Bastions than anybody else I’ve ever met. Everybody—Sunstorm, Torneus, Seraph, Leopold—they all know so much more but kept me in the dark. Then you told me what the Federation’s plan really was.”

“Demons,” Nathan said.

“Yes,” Vera said. She looked him in the eyes. “That’s why I initially helped you. And what I told Sunstorm. I refused to help the Federation with a plan that relied on a demonic invasion of the county.”

Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. The gap between the Vera in front of him, who was so angry and bitter at the Empire, and the heroic Vera from his timeline.

They were the same person. There was no gap.

Instead, the heroic Vera saw the consequences of her betrayal firsthand. She saw demonic portals open in her homeland, demons tear apart Gharrick County and destroy Trantia, and possibly even the death of one of her oldest friends.

History never recorded the fact that she helped the Federation destroy the Empire. The Federation never admitted that they were involved in any way beyond attacking the Empire, as intentionally starting a demonic invasion was heresy of the highest order.

What history recorded was a Vera that saw the chaos she had wrought and chose to die fighting against the people who had caused it, rather than silently take the reward the Federation offered her.

Nathan wondered how much of what he thought he knew from his timeline was wrong, or at least slanted. Leopold was a vastly different man to how he had imagined him to be.

“Once I returned to my tower, that wasn’t the end of it,” Vera continued, bringing Nathan back to the current timeline. “Seraph wanted me to help with the assault on your castle. She explained that you would be in the middle of dealing with a demonic invasion. I realized that she had planned for the possibility that you would stabilize the leylines.”

“And then?” Nathan asked.

“Then Leopold turned up and acted like his secretive, condescending self. He seemed more interesting in testing you than stopping the Federation. I was convinced that I was right to support Seraph.” Vera gave Nathan a humorless smile. “Except something about you changed him. You were a step ahead of Seraph. You knew about the ‘cascade’ as you called it. Despite your bullshit explanation about how you didn’t understand what was going on, everybody knew that you had been busy planning for a demonic invasion since the moment you captured Sen.”

Vera laughed. “Goddess, you even stalled the invasion for weeks. Sunstorm kept asking me if I had heard anything from you, as she became convinced that you had been invaded and Theus had forgotten to tell Seraph.”

“You’re beating around the bush,” Nathan said.

“True.” Vera sighed and run a hand through her gorgeous red locks. “I got cold feet.”

“Obviously.”

She glared at him, and he raised his hands defensively.

“I got cold feet because I realized you didn’t deserve this,” Vera explained. “Anna didn’t either. She had been screwed by the Empire as badly as I had been, but kept going. At first I hated you. You had become a Bastion where I failed. You had what I wanted. But…”

Nathan waited.

“But you lost everything to become a Bastion,” she said. “Your family, your home, your title. All gone. And here you are, a Bastion so excellent that even Leopold is impressed. Maybe there was a reason I failed to get into the academy. Maybe there wasn’t. But I at least know it’s wrong to hold it against you. I couldn’t help but imagine if our roles were switched. You’re even a sorcerer, and your thirst for knowledge about Bastions must be as great as mine, given how much you’ve learned so fast.”

Vera raised her arms into the air in a shrug, palms open, and gave him a helpless look. For the first time, Nathan saw her not as a powerful sorceress, but simply as somebody who was struggling to find their path in life.

Paths. Nathan saw a lot of diverging paths for people these days. For a man who disliked contemplating his own future, he found himself guiding or shaping the futures of far too many people.

This time that future might end very quickly depending on his decision.

“And do you have cold feet now?” Nathan asked. His voice echoed within the tower.

“The plan was for me to signal Seraph once I got to the top of the tower. She would attack, which would distract your Champions and Leopold. Anna’s army will clump up in the center of the battlefield as they try to capitalize on the ‘opening’ they’ve made in the Federation ranks,” Vera explained. “Easy prey for my spells, especially empowered with my cairn.”

“You’re dodging the question,” Nathan said. “Besides, how did you plan to deal with me? Or any other Champion that went with you? Until you reconnect with your cairn, you’re far weaker than a monogem Champion or Bastion.”

Vera smirked and wiggled her fingers in the air. Her many rings glimmered in the light. Nathan’s eyes ran across the many other pieces of jewelry and adornments on Vera’s outfit. He had written them off as aesthetic choices.

It suddenly occurred to them that might have been a mistake.

“What’s one of the most obvious tactics to use when facing a sorcerer in control of a cairn?” Vera said.

“Prevent them from using the cairn in the first place,” Nathan answered. He stared at her jewelry. His fingers twitched, but he kept his cool. He left his sword in its sheath and didn’t touch its hilt.

“Mm-hmm,” Vera hummed. “You had Fei beat Sen black-and-blue in the forest. But in my tower, an enemy is more likely to use some grander spell to cut me off. So I have my own tricks to remain connected to my cairn. I didn’t lie to you that I’m not connected to it.”

“Your jewelry. It channels magic,” Nathan said dully.

“That’s right. Each of my rings and chains is tethered to the cairn. Even if my connection is severed, their connections remain. So long as I’m inside my tower, I can always draw on my cairn,” Vera said triumphantly.

She had an edge that Nathan hadn’t anticipated. With the backing of her cairn, Vera held the raw power of a monogem Champion. Unlike Sen, who lacked the speed and expertise to cast spells while under attack by Fei, Vera was an accomplished sorceress. The Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge recognized her.

“So you eliminate anybody who accompanied you with the element of surprise,” Nathan said. “Or at least, you could have, if you hadn’t told me about your trick.”

“I haven’t exactly lost the power of my cairn,” Vera said drily.

“No, but if you wanted to blow me away, you would have done it the moment I turned around earlier.” Nathan crossed his arms. “I’m a Bastion. I have a binding stone backing me. Giving me any chance to regain the advantage is enormously risky.”

“Goddess, you’re so damn condescending,” Vera snapped. “For all you know, Seraph is waiting in the shadows and will blow a hole in your head the moment I snap my fingers.”

“Maybe. Like I said, I do plan for contingencies. There’s a reason I came by myself,” Nathan answered.

“Really?” Vera shook her head. “Fine then. Humor me. Let’s assume I don’t have cold feet. I have my cairn. I’m more powerful than you expect. Dozens of summons swarm out from the walls around you. Seraph steps out from the shadows. The doors are locked and you can’t get out.”

Vera pointed a finger at Nathan. “You are the most important Bastion in this battle. In this region, even. If you go down, both Sunstorm and Fei lose their power. Leopold will surely retreat the moment he realizes you’re dead. The Federation will sweep the battle, and then Gharrick County before the Empire can react. Torneus wins.”

Nathan grimaced. On the one hand, she was right.

On the other hand, that was only true if the Federation could win the battle after he went down.

“Not quite,” Nathan said. “You’re forgetting one thing.”

“What?”

“I’m a Bastion,” Nathan said.

When Vera scoffed, he pointed at the ground below him. Presumably, the cairn sat down there.

“I control the leylines here, through the binding stone. You may control the cairn, but I can manipulate the magic that leads to it,” Nathan said.

Vera stared at him, confused.

He continued, “The moment I realize that I’m in an unwinnable battle and cannot escape, I’ll overload the cairn. The tower, everybody in it, and within a few hundred meters, will be killed.”

“You’re kidding,” Vera said.

“It’s a fairly normal contingency plan for hopeless situations,” Nathan said. Or at least, it became one in his timeline. Cairns were simple to overload. “I may even be able to survive it, given I have a lot of power in my binding stone.”

“But if you don’t, you die,” Vera said, her voice hollow. “Your only plan if you were wrong about me was to take down everybody with you? Are you aware of how insane that sounds? You were so certain that you could stop me, or that Seraph wasn’t here, that the only backup plan you came up with was to take us with you!” Her voice echoed off the walls. Nathan suspected the soldiers outside heard her.

“Eventually, there comes a battle that can’t be won,” Nathan said. His eyes bore into Vera’s.

“Goddess, of course there is,” Vera spat back. “But there’s a difference between recklessly walking into a potential death trap and throwing every possible trick at a situation before shrugging your shoulders and blowing yourself to pieces. Imagine if that was my solution? By the time you opened the gateway to my tower to save me, this place would have been a smoking ruin.”

“If you’re my enemy, why should you care?” Nathan asked.

“Fuck you,” Vera shouted, and tried to strangle him from across the room. “Haven’t you realized it by now? I don’t care about Seraph’s plan. To hell with Torneus and being a Bastion. But you! I think you need to step back for a second and remember that there’s a long road ahead of you.”

Nathan remained silent. Something about Vera’s words clicked with him. He had a strange sense of deja vu, but realized it was for a different reason.

“This isn’t a glorious last stand,” Vera said. “You only became a Bastion months ago. If you die, you throw away years of dreams of everybody who wanted to become one. What about Fei? Sunstorm? Sen? Even the unicorn girl who stares at your ass when she thinks nobody is looking? What happens to them after you’re gone?”

Their faces flashed in his mind. So did their older faces, from Nathan’s original timeline.

In that moment, Nathan realized his error.

“You’re right,” Nathan admitted, closing his eyes.

Vera blinked. “You mean it?”

“I didn’t plan ahead enough,” Nathan said. He ran a hand through his hair and looked at the door. “I do want there to be a future for everybody. Maybe I was a little too fatalistic.”

“A little? You basically said that if you were wrong, then death was inevitable,” Vera replied. She sighed. “I’m telling you this because the others won’t. Your girls admire you to an almost unhealthy extent. You’ve earned that admiration, but I see a lot of Leopold in you. Being too competent can be a problem as well, as when you finally slip up, you fail to see a way out. I’m used to failure. But you? I get the feeling your first real setback was when your father came back, decided he didn’t like you, and disowned you.”

Leaving aside that this related to his implanted memories, Nathan understood the comparison. He knew the sting of failure better than she thought he did, but he had risen to greatness far faster than most.

And he also understood the Leopold comparison.

Leopold Tyrim, the right-hand man of the Emperor, and potentially the most accomplished Bastion in the Anfang Empire. He had died gloriously in defense of the Empire in Nathan’s timeline. But most people disliked him.

Now that Nathan knew him personally, he saw dimensions that nobody had ever described to him. Leopold was competent. But Nathan saw in him the mistakes that had led to the downfall of the Empire. A highly competent Bastion mired in politics, uncomfortable with his position, and dedicated to his friends, including the Emperor.

Nathan had made similar missteps. They had cost many lives. Falmir had changed drastically as a result of them. And, in the end, he had only barely escaped the consequences due to a mysterious Messenger who offered him an escape from the end of everything. Assuming that Nathan believed that this new start counted as escape.

He needed to avoid making those mistakes again. What he wanted was a future that he could enjoy with those he cared for and loved. Vera was right that he had been too hasty to risk his life like this.

He had only used his contingency plan against Kadria to detonate the binding stone after she destroyed his fortress and killed everyone. Back then, he had nothing left to lose.

But now? He had everything to lose.

With a deep sigh, Nathan got his thoughts in order. “I’ll take that on the chin. And maybe more comments after the battle. But if you have decided to fight with the Empire, and not the Federation, why don’t we end this battle?”

“I thought you would never ask,” Vera said with a bright smile. She bounced toward the stairs, and the two ascended to the top of the tower.


Chapter 39




Seraph never made an appearance during the battle. Even after Vera sent the signal to lure her out, the duogem Champion remained absent. Presumably, she knew that Vera had reneged on the deal.

How Seraph knew was another question. She had been described as a savvy operative and commander. Perhaps she smelled a trap and steered clear. Neither Vera nor Nathan found any trace of a spell that might have allowed Seraph to spy on them.

Without their commander and savior, the Federation army collapsed. Vera’s spells devastated them. The soldiers broke and fled. Many surrendered on the spot, rather than be run down by hundreds of heavily armed beastkin. The rest ran as fast as they could in the opposite direction of the battle.

Fei saw an opportunity and seized it. She cut off retreat to the east.

Leopold used the same trick, but with less swiftness. He tore the earth apart in front of those fleeing north. Soldiers tumbled into ditches and crashed into pillars of dirt. Desperately trying to scramble to safety, many soon realized how hopeless their retreat was and gave in to the pursuing Empire warriors.

Nathan watched from the top of the tower as a Federation army of thousands dwindled into mere hundreds. Those in the enemy camp didn’t bother to flee. The Empire’s reputation for mercy prevented a desperate last stand from taking place, or any foolish moves from the Federation soldiers.

After the battle, the prisoners were segregated from the Empire’s army. The officers were split out from the common soldiers, and any would-be nobles identified. Although the nature of the Federation made it more difficult to identify who was important.

In the Federation, a noble might be a merchant who bought the land and title. His wealth makes him valuable, but he probably wasn’t important. His family would pay a handsome ransom to see him returned, but the impact he would have on any war or negotiations was effectively none. Nathan cared little about these prisoners, although he knew that the ransoms were a nice bonus for the troops and nobles involved in the battle.

But if the noble was somebody in a genuine position of influence, then they mattered a lot. Federation titles were inconsistent, due to the mishmash of countries they had absorbed. A mere lord could be one of the most important people on the battlefield.

Fortunately, Nathan had Sunstorm to help him. She knew many of the nobles involved in the Federation offensive, and the neighboring regions. Although the nobles were shocked to see her wandering around the prisoner camp and investigating them, she picked out the most important prisoners of war.

These high-ranking prisoners became the men and women that Nathan would send back with Leopold after this campaign. Their testimony would serve as proof of the Federation’s intent to invade the Empire and cover Nathan’s ass.

As for the rest, Nathan left them to Anna to handle. Her adviser, Kuda, likely knew how to handle ransoms and releasing the prisoners.

Nobody wanted to slaughter the surrendered soldiers simply because they fought for the wrong side. At the same time, releasing them back to the Federation without any penalty could be described as unwise. The enemy soldiers could simply turn back up at the next major battle.

Ransoms were an effective financial penalty, to both the combatant and the nation. The Federation would be less willing to engage in battles. The soldiers were dissuaded from fighting, knowing they might lose more money than they were being paid. And the nobles were especially dissuaded from fighting a losing battle, as their ransoms were exceedingly high.

Assuming the noble made it back at all. No doubt they noticed several of their number being carted off by Sunstorm to separate tents. When your last memory of a general of a losing battle was them being taken away by the victor, a man thought long and hard about being the general of the next battle.

War was a poor business for everyone involved. The Federation started this one for profit. It didn’t hurt to remind them that losing a war was very unprofitable.

Leopold wandered up to Nathan and clapped him on the back. “Not joining the celebrations?” he asked.

“I’ll need a clear head tomorrow,” Nathan replied.

“You’re planning to make a move tomorrow?” Leopold asked. “No time to celebrate?”

Shaking his head, Nathan said, “It’s not about making a move tomorrow it’s about being ready. I’ll let others celebrate for me.”

The two of them stared out at the soldiers before them. Tankards of ale were passed between many of the men and women. Happiness was the order of the night. Many of these soldiers had seen death for the first time, and they didn’t like it. They drank to forget. They drank to celebrate their first victory. They drank because others were drinking.

Leopold spoke up, “You and Vera were in the tower for a long time.”

“Were we?” Nathan responded blandly.

Leopold remained silent for several seconds. Eventually, he clapped Nathan on the back again and smirked. “Fine, keep your secrets,” he said. “You’ve done well. I expected things to go worse, but you’ve planned and dealt with all the eventualities. Or maybe it’s just dumb luck.”

“How kind of you,” Nathan said drily.

Chuckling, Leopold wandered off into the night. He snatched a tankard that a soldier offered and joined in the celebrations with the rest of the men and women.

True to his word, Nathan didn’t join in. Instead, he patrolled the exterior of the camp. Just in case. The night was long, especially for a sober man.

Come morning, Nathan woke up to find himself with a lap full of beastkin. Fei groaned when he woke up and pushed her off him. Her cat ears twitched, and her eyelids flickered as she began to slowly awaken.

“It’s too bright,” Fei moaned.

Clearly, she had been out late with the other beastkin. Her hair and face were a mess. Nathan took some time out of his morning to clean her up. She enjoyed the grooming session, her purring a sure sign that she wanted more, but Nathan chose to avoid anything adult.

There would be plenty of time for fun after the campaign. Right now, they had another battle to plan.

Most of Nathan’s war cabinet was present in the command tent when he arrived. Anna, Leopold, Vera, and Kuda were present. Sunstorm arrived not long after Nathan. Notably, Sen was missing.

Nathan wrote her off, as he had spotted her guzzling down far too much ale the previous night. Fei also noticed her absence, and she ducked her head. No doubt the beastkin felt at least some guilt that her drinking competition with Sen was the cause of her absence.

“Don’t worry about Sen,” Nathan said to Fei. “She’s learning a hard lesson about moderating her drinking while on campaign.”

Fei nodded but still looked guilty. Nathan debated pushing the subject further. In the end, he let it drop and started the meeting.

“Sunstorm, before I start, any sign of Federation troops nearby?” Nathan asked.

Sunstorm shook her head. Taking that as a sign she hadn’t noticed anything else of note, Nathan chose to get on with the show.

“I trust we’ve all had an enjoyable evening,” Nathan said.

“I have. I don’t know about you,” Leopold said with a smirk.

“We won. That made things enjoyable enough for me.” Nathan shrugged.

Anna rolled her eyes. Her face showed no signs of a long night. She must have retired relatively early, or at least avoided drinking too much with her nobles. Nathan knew that she had enjoyed more than a few glasses of wine with them. No surprise, given this was her first campaign and was a wild success so far.

By contrast, Leopold showed his age. The old man had bags under his eyes and looked as if he hadn’t slept for a few days. His voice croaked, and he sounded almost as if he’d swallowed a bag of gravel. Despite that, he seemed lively enough. If he was willing to crack jokes, then that probably meant he was fine to plan the rest of the campaign.

“We’re not taking at least one more day?” Anna asked.

“Another day is fine,” Nathan said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we need to plan ahead.”

“So this meeting is purely about planning our next move?” Anna pressed.

“It’s about ensuring that we don’t lose our momentum,” Nathan clarified. When the others looked at him in confusion, Nathan held back a sigh. Leopold understood, but everybody else was too new to warfare to understand the issue that Nathan was trying to avoid.

Nathan scratched his head and tried not to sigh. “We’ve won one victory. But our objective is to take Fort Taubrum. Many campaigns end because they let the soldiers spend too much time looting, celebrating, or doing whatever the hell they want. That’s why it’s important that we know when we’re moving on the fort.”

Anna frowned. “We just crushed the Federation army. Are we really that worried about time?” She looked around at the others.

Leopold raised an eyebrow at Nathan but said nothing. He left this entirely to Nathan. Normally, Nathan would think this is a little too much. But he wasn’t a normal Bastion, so he wasn’t worried.

“Our real opponent isn’t the Federation army,” Nathan said. “While it takes time to rally new troops and rebuild an army, the Federation has plenty of other Champions and Bastions. Now that we’re threatening them, we’re on the clock. Every day that we waste is a day that another Champion or a Bastion could bail out Theus and Seraph.”

Vera interjected, “Seraph should be the only one in Fort Taubrum. You’re worried about other Champions arriving in the next few days?”

“Yes.”

Murmuring met his pronouncement. Kuda whispered something in Anna’s ear. She brushed him off, but Nathan wondered if she had sent something to her nobles regarding the time between this battle and the next. Whatever the case, Nathan didn’t have the option to care.

Victory was close. If Seraph was the brains behind Theus, then capturing or killing her at Fort Taubrum would end this campaign. The Federation would surely counterattack, but the opening moves in the war would be a solid victory for the Empire. Other nations would think twice before intervening to help the Federation. And that left room for Leopold and the Emperor to work their political magic.

“Fort Taubrum will have its own garrison defending it,” Leopold said. “We’ll still need to defeat it. Besieging a fortress is not easy, especially when defended by a duogem Champion. If we’re in such a rush, how do we have the time to lay siege to a fortress?”

Nathan knew that Leopold’s question wasn’t overly serious, but sometimes he wondered if the old man knew how to be slightly less infuriating. No wonder Vera disliked him. Asking leading questions like this is the sort of thing that makes people dislike you.

“I’m not worried about taking Fort Taubrum,” Nathan replied. “The trick is engaging Seraph sooner rather than later. Once she’s tied up with our forces, then I can put my plan into action. But if she has reinforcements, or if Theus does something drastic such as abandoning Forselle Valley, then I’ll need to drastically alter my plan.”

“That sounds like you have an impressive plan.” Leopold frowned.

Nathan hadn’t explained to Leopold how he planned to seize Fort Taubrum. No doubt the old Bastion had a few ideas. Nathan doubted that any of those ideas were close to the mark. Then again, maybe Leopold had a more active imagination than Nathan gave him credit for.

“How long will it take Theus to get down to Fort Taubrum?” Anna asked.

“Realistically? A day. Maybe two.” Nathan waved a hand in the air as if to dismiss the concern that his words raised. “A better question is: how long will it take Theus to panic after Seraph tells him the bad news about this battle?”

Sunstorm scoffed. “He’ll panic immediately, but he won’t act straight away. The Regents have ordered him to hold Forselle Valley, so he’ll be loath to retreat.”

“Would he be likely to attack us if we besieged Fort Taubrum?” Anna asked.

“Unlikely,” Sunstorm said. “Given the Federation is losing, he’ll revert to his cowardly self. The regents can’t exactly threaten him with death if he thinks he’s going to die anyway.”

Leopold chuckled and shook his head. “If there’s one thing that idiot appears to be good at, it’s recognizing when he’s lost. He pulled out of the battle against my Champions in Forselle Valley far earlier than most Bastions would.”

Sunstorm and Leopold exchanged smirks. Their shared disdain for Theus forged a bond between them.

“So that means we have a few days to reach for Taubrum?” Anna suggested.

“At most,” Nathan said. “I’m assuming that you want to use all of those ‘few days.’”

“If I can, then yes,” Anna replied. “Unless we have anything pressing that requires us to march tomorrow or the day after, then I’d appreciate if we have three days encamped here. Fort Taubrum is only a day or two’s march north, isn’t it?”

After further discussion, they came to an agreement to give Anna the three days that she wanted. Nathan didn’t know why she needed three days specifically. He didn’t especially care. In the end, Anna had her reasons—presumably noble reasons—and she was lending him her army.

Sunstorm kept an eye out to the north and patrolled significant distances to look for any errant Federation forces that might be of concern. Other than a few small patrols from the towns and nearby forts, she found nothing of interest.

Smaller forts and watchtowers dotted the region. With the time they had available, Nathan sent out Fei and Sen to chase away any Federation soldiers using these defensive positions. Anna’s soldiers then took over some of the more heavily fortified locations. They would serve as supply depots and potentially future defensive positions.

Nathan sincerely hoped that they wouldn’t need to be used to defend against the Federation. That would imply a major Federation counteroffensive in the future, or that he had failed to push farther into Federation territory before things turned against them.

The three days passed. Anna kept herself busy with her nobles. Additional wagons carrying supplies arrived toward the tail end of the third day. This wasn’t what Anna was waiting for, but she took credit for it anyway.

A report from Sunstorm indicated that additional soldiers were traveling through the pass, bearing Anna’s emblem. Anna gave no indication to Nathan that they would join the attack on Fort Taubrum. Presumably, these soldiers were here to hold Gharrick Pass and to capture additional Federation territory. Nathan let her do what she wished.

He had his own job to do. His battle with Seraph grew closer.


Chapter 40




Sen ducked her head through the flap of Nathan’s tent. She raised an eyebrow at the noises coming from within, especially now that she saw the source.

“Standing outside, I expected to see both of you wearing much less clothing,” Sen said.

Fei mewled. “It just feels so good.” She arched her back and her bushy tail stuck out straight.

“What have I told you about moving while I’m grooming you,” Nathan said, patting Fei on the ass. She fell back into his lap and flicked her tail against his chest.

Nathan gestured for Sen to enter the tent. She slipped inside and let the flap fall shut behind her.

Glancing back at the entrance, Sen said, “Wouldn’t it be a good idea to place some sort of noise suppression spell on the tent?”

“Easier said than done. The tent isn’t made from the sturdiest material, and it doesn’t provide a proper seal from the outside air,” Nathan explained. “Furthermore, spells need to be powered, and I have better things to use my magic on than preventing others from hearing Fei’s moans.”

“Hey,” Fei whined.

Nathan ran a hand along her tail, and she quietened down. Or at least as quiet as she got while being groomed.

Sen took a seat on a nearby crate and closely watched Fei’s reactions. The beastkin moaned, mewled, and let out more than her fair share of obscene noises.

“Yeah, definitely still sounds like sex.” Sen shook her head. “Not that I came in here to perv or anything.”

“Then what did you come in here for? We’re taking the fort tomorrow, so it’s a good idea to get some sleep,” Nathan said.

“I should say that to you,” Sen replied. “It seems like you’ll be up all night keeping this little kitty company. She’s raring to go, judging by the smell. Are you sure you…”

Fei tried to glare at Sen, but the effect was muted by the way her eyes curved and the moans that escaped her lips every few seconds.

“I don’t plan to do anything more after this. As always when I’m campaigning, I intend for this to be an early night,” Nathan said.

“It’s impossible to get him to have any fun,” Fei complained. She pushed herself against Nathan, rubbing her scent into his clothes.

He ignored her and continued to stroke her tail and rub her ears.

“Is that what the glass is for? I thought you didn’t drink while campaigning,” Sen said. She pointed to a small tumbler full of amber liquid.

“That’s not for me,” Nathan said drily.

Fei pointedly ignored Sen’s stare.

“Is that to calm her nerves?” Sen asked Nathan.

“I’m not nervous.” Somehow, Fei’s denial made her sound more nervous.

Nathan shook his head in response to Sen’s question. “Less nervous, more hyperactive. I have no doubt that she’ll be fine in the battle tomorrow. What I’m worried about is that she’ll try to keep me up all night. And we both know exactly what she’ll do when she gets bored.”

“The exact same thing that she’s trying to do to you right now?” Sen grinned.

Their banter continued for several minutes, and Fei complained the entire time. Nathan idly wondered what the soldiers outside felt about this. No doubt it sounded like he was having sex with one woman, while joking around with another.

Assuming any soldiers were out there to begin with. He was a Bastion—not exactly high on the list of targets that needed protection. His soldiers were more likely to be killed by anybody powerful enough to harm Nathan. Most people that tried to stab him would find their blades shattered on impact with his body.

“I’m surprised that you’re not with Sunstorm right now,” Nathan commented, changing the subject.

Sen grimaced. “We’ve been together most the day, but she tends to get a bit awkward at night.”

“I was going to ask about that. Things haven’t improved?” Nathan asked.

Sen held a palm up facing flat toward the ground and shook it back and forth. “Kind of? It doesn’t help that what we think of you and each other is vastly different. She’s very keen to pick up where we left off. I am much more in tune with ‘old me’ than she is, so I feel that she is falling back on our relationship more.”

The look that Fei gave Sen was strange, but that was understandable. Not only was the relationship between Sen and Sunstorm confusing, but there was the memory situation to contend with.

Fei didn’t know about the alternate timeline. Sen and Sunstorm did, even if their memories were incomplete. At the same time, Sen and Sunstorm remembered their past from this world, which included a sexual relationship between the two of them.

“If you’re not interested in her, you can say no,” Nathan said.

“The thing is, part of me is interested. I just have difficulty making sense of that part of me.” Sen closed her eyes and leaned backward, careful not to topple over. “My memories are a mess, but Sunstorm supported me through a rough patch. But right now, I’m much stronger. I can’t help but think that relationship was a crux and that I shouldn’t rely on it. For Sunstorm, I think it meant something more.”

Sen continued to hedge around the situation. The more she talked, the more Fei looked at her funny.

Fei knew about the relationship between Sen and Sunstorm. Sometimes, she walked in on the two of them doing things in Nathan’s room, while they waited for him. That was to say nothing of the activities they sometimes got up to together with him.

But that likely confused her more, as she probably didn’t understand why Sen had difficulty with Sunstorm. Fei’s understanding of relationships was simplistic at best, so far as Nathan could tell.

Realizing that the situation had grown awkward, Nathan gave Fei a pat on the back and pushed her off his lap. Fei whined in response. Slowly, she crept off his lap and found a new seat.

Right next to him.

Nathan held in a sigh when Fei leaned against him.

“She knows what she wants, doesn’t she?” Sen commented with a smile.

Putting on an innocent face, Fei picked up the glass from the nearby table and swirled around the whisky within it. She began to sip the amber liquid.

“It doesn’t hurt anyone, so let her be,” Nathan said. “I’m assuming you came here for a reason other than sating your curiosity about Fei’s moans?”

“I did.” Sen nodded. Her hands fidgeted in her lap. “I want to ask you about what I should be doing in battle.”

Nathan blinked. “In battle? Well, you have your orders, don’t you? They change from battle to battle, sure, but I think you know how to fight.”

“No, no, that’s not it.” Sen shook her head. “I mean, how should I be fighting in battle? I’m a spellblade, right? And you’re a spellblade?”

Nathan nodded in response.

“So why do we almost never fight our opponents with our swords? Why do we spend so much time standing back and pummeling them with spells?” Sen asked, exasperation evident in her voice.

Nathan tried not to laugh. Unfortunately, he wasn’t holding anything with which to cover his face, so his smile was visible.

“Don’t laugh at me!” Sen demanded.

“I’m not laughing at you.” Nathan held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “But I asked this question myself when I was younger. And I’ve been asked it many times since.”

Sen’s eyes widened. She asked, “Really? Then what’s the answer?”

“Complicated. A spellblade is simply a sorcerer that also uses a sword. But why do we use a sword?”

Sen dithered before answering, “isn’t it so that I can defend myself in case a Champion or someone else attacks me in close range?”

“How would you summarize that?” Nathan responded.

Rolling her eyes, Sen said, “Oh, I see what you’re doing. This is one of those ‘make me give you the answer because I should already know it’ situations, isn’t it?”

“Then humor me.” Nathan waited and crossed his arms.

Fei watched the two of them with wide, curious eyes, while continuing to drink her whisky. She had a taste for the stuff, Nathan noted. While brandy was the favored drink in the Empire, Nathan had always preferred whisky, given it was much more common in his homeland of Falmir. Perhaps Fei liked it because it was exotic to her.

He didn’t recall her liking it in his timeline. She had always been more of an ale person back then.

“Having a sword gives me options,” Sen said. “If I’m attacked at close range, I can defend myself with it. At long range, I don’t have to use it. But is that really all a spellblade is?”

Nathan shook his head. “If that’s all a spellblade was, then it would just be a fancy name for ‘sorcerer who uses a sword.’ Your sword channels magic. You can use it to direct spells, defend against attacks, and use it as a weapon when you go on the offense. What you’re experiencing now is a growing pain. When you were a bandit, you used your sword more often than your spells from afar, correct?”

Sen nodded, a frustrated expression crossing her face. Clearly, she was not at home with the shift in focus that Nathan and Ifrit had forced upon her.

“Ifrit has mostly been teaching you long-range spells, hasn’t he?” Nathan asked.

“Yes,” Sen blurted out. She blinked. “Wait, how do you know that? Can you talk to him in my head?”

“Of course not. I know because that’s the traditional way to train a spellblade,” Nathan explained. “Or at least, one with as much talent and power as you.”

Sen remained silent, although her eyes wandered to the whisky in Fei’s hands.

He got the message. Nathan dug up another glass from his trunk. He poured a couple of measures of whisky into it and handed it to Sen. Now that he had produced the bottle, Fei asked for more. He gave her a finger more, and ignored her complaint that he was being stingy.

“When you are less powerful, the gap between sorcerer and spellblade is readily apparent,” Nathan explained as he placed the bottle back in his trunk. “But as a Champion, the gap often appears invisible. The spellblade is—to an untrained eye—a sorcerer that uses a sword. That isn’t true. But that impression lives on because most opponents are not strong enough to make a powerful spellblade go all out.”

“This has to do with the fact that you’re always holding back,” Sen said, comprehension dawning on her face.

Nathan winked at Sen but didn’t confirm her comment. He continued with his earlier explanation, “Being up close and personal with an enemy puts you at risk. It’s usually smarter to bombard them from range. Most of your best spells will be more effective at a distance. Until you can cast high rank spells quickly and efficiently, you cannot use them in close-quarters combat.”

“Right. So I can only use low rank spells in melee,” Sen said. “Ifrit has explained that. But isn’t getting up in their face often more effective?”

“You misunderstand,” Nathan said. “The point is to learn how to use high rank spells in melee. That’s what is truly effective.”

“In other words, I’m focusing on long-distance spells as a means of training?” Sen clarified. “That makes it sound like I’m not ready to be on the battlefield.”

“If you aren’t ready to be on the battlefield, most of this army isn’t either,” Nathan drawled. “There’s no harm in having room to grow, Sen. The same goes for you, Fei. Nobody expects you to be capable of defeating a duogem or a trigem Champion yet. I’m here to train you and help you grow, until you are able to do that.”

Sen’s eyes widened. “You really think that we will be able to beat a trigem?”

Nathan didn’t hesitate, even though he had no confirmation that Sen ever achieved a level of strength equal to a trigem. “I do. I’m here for you. You have Ifrit, and I trust in you.” He smiled at Fei and Sen. “Both of you.”

Fei squeaked. Her arms wrapped around him suddenly, and he felt something wet splash against his side. He had a bad feeling that was the whisky in her glass. She rubbed her face against his chest. He scratched behind her ears and held her against him.

Sen didn’t join in the celebration, however. Concern marred her face.

“If I’m going to be drawing on enough power from Ifrit to oppose a trigem Champion then what will I look like?” Sen asked quietly.

Nathan stood up, shaking Fei off him. He stepped over to Sen.

Bending down, he gave her a kiss. When he pulled away, she stared back at him. He found her expression cute.

“You’ll look like yourself,” he said.

Sen rolled her eyes. “Of course you would say something like that.” But she smiled anyway.

Nathan quickly learned that he had made a mistake by giving both women whisky that night, especially as they demanded more after his pep talk. Maybe he shouldn’t have given more to them, but he was feeling good.

He managed to avoid being kept up all night by the two, mostly by dint of the fact that Fei fell asleep halfway through trying to pull his pants off. Her snoring convinced Sen to give up on the idea.

Nathan got a good night’s sleep in the arms of both women. He hoped that tomorrow’s battle against Seraph didn’t ruin his memories of tonight.


Chapter 41




Astrong wind kicked up around Fort Taubrum. Nathan’s army formed a defensive perimeter to the south, but it was unnecessary. The defenders remained firmly ensconced within their walls. Seraph made no appearance.

The sun shined down harshly on Nathan as he looked at the fortress. He noticed that it had been awhile since the fortress’s moat had been topped up. The water level seemed oddly low, likely because of the lack of rain on this side of the mountains. The ground was arid, and vegetation was sparse.

“I’ve checked the perimeter,” Sunstorm said after she ran up to Nathan. “There’s no sign of Federation forces nearby.”

“Good job. Get some rest, then join Fei with the rest of the troops,” Nathan said.

He watched as Sunstorm trotted off into the mass of troops nearby. They were busy building the encampment. Siege engines were erected. Patrols ran around the perimeter of the camp. The army settled in for a long siege. Normally, that would be a good idea.

But Nathan had no intention of letting this drag out. He needed to end this soon. Seraph was a wild card. He knew little about the duogem Champion’s powers, beyond the fact that they were powerful. All Sunstorm could tell him was that Seraph had some sort of force blast ability. She could blow away objects and people from a distance, and she seemed sturdier than a Champion normally would be with her level of enhancements.

Given Seraph had two jades, Nathan found her powers rather odd. Jades were gems related to nature. A Champion with these gems usually had powers that relate to the natural elements. Control over wind, fire, water, and earth was common. That said, jades were rather flexible, and Nathan didn’t understand them in any real depth. No doubt they held secrets that were only known to those from the Kurai Peninsula.

To Nathan, that meant he should minimize conflict with her. As he had said earlier to the others, a drawn-out siege was risky due to the possibility of intervention by the rest of the Federation. More than that, he worried about losing Champions. He had asked for Leopold’s help to prevent exactly that, but the only real way to protect everybody was to neutralize Seraph. That meant Nathan needed to put his plan into motion as soon as possible.

Despite his concerns, Seraph didn’t make a move on the first day. Night fell uneventfully.

The next morning, Nathan ordered the soldiers to line up in formation in front of the walls. Without siege weapons, many of the soldiers shifted uneasily. They wanted to know why they were out here already. Charging the fortress was suicide. They lacked their siege engines. How could they scale the walls? How could they bring them down?

A dome of light shimmered over the fortress, reminding everybody of the futility of beginning the assault unprepared. To Nathan, it was a reminder of why he needed to move fast. The protective field of magic was further empowered by the binding stone within the fortress. Although inactive, the binding stone would still be tethered into the force field and make it stronger than found at a typical stronghold. Even Sen’s magic would struggle to punch through the fortress’s protective barrier.

That meant the siege engines his soldiers were building were useless. New tactics were necessary. Fei, Sen, Sunstorm, and the others met with Nathan in front of the army.

“The fortress may not look like much, but I’m worried that you’re underestimating it,” Leopold said.

“Really? What makes you think that? The fact that we’re going to attack the fortress without a single weapon capable of punching through its walls, maybe?” Anna said sarcastically. She shot a cutting look at Nathan.

Nathan ignored her. He waved a hand toward the highway in the distance. “If we’re able to seize Fort Taubrum, we’ll have cut off one of the largest highways that the Federation uses to transport goods along the Gharrick Mountains up to Forselle Valley. This fortress is of vital importance to the Federation.”

“We know,” Anna said. “You even told us why we need to hurry. But you can tell me to ‘rush, rush, rush’ until my ears bleed without making any difference. The siege engines need more time to be built.”

“It’s because we lack time that we can’t wait for siege engines,” Nathan said. “Fortunately, we have the means to get into the fortress without them.” He looked meaningfully at Leopold.

Leopold’s eyebrows raised. The others looked at him, and he shrugged in return.

“I suppose he’s not wrong,” Leopold said. “The walls and protective field are too strong to get through without siege engines—and we would definitely need siege engines strengthened with powerful magic—but the gate is another matter. I have enough power available from my binding stones to punch through the front gate, if necessary. For me, however, the question is: is it necessary?” Leopold gave Nathan a piercing look.

“Isn’t getting into the fortress our highest priority?” Anna asked, seemingly confused.

“Blowing through a magically reinforced gate uses a lot of power that I’d rather save,” Leopold said with a smile.

“Power that I’m guessing that you’d rather save for fighting Seraph. At least, that’s what I’m assuming comes next.” Vera grimaced at the thought of fighting a Champion that had been hyped up to be far more powerful than anyone she had fought previously.

Nathan nodded. Almost everybody understood the reason why Leopold was wary to use so much power to simply get into the fortress. Anna still seemed somewhat confused, but she seemed to understand that the gap in her knowledge was caused by her inexperience with sorcery and warfare, so she let it slide. Although she forced a promise from Leopold and Nathan to explain the details later. Right now, they didn’t care to explain everything.

Plus, Anna was likely to understand much better after the battle with Seraph.

Federation soldiers wandered across the battlements of the fortress as they watched. There weren’t as many of them as Nathan expected. He wondered if Seraph had committed far more of her forces to the planned ambush at the tower than she should have. Or perhaps she had sent many of her forces away. After all, she surely knew that what really mattered now was the battle between Champions.

Whatever the case, Nathan’s battle plan trundled into motion. Leopold took up his position in front of the main gate. Accompanying him were most of the other Champions and sorcerers. Anna took a position in the back of the army, as expected. Nominally, she commanded this army. That kept her out of harm’s way, which is where she needed to be once Seraph started unleashing her full power.

Fei and Sunstorm stuck with Nathan up until the start of the battle. They seemed aware that he was up to something. Minutes before the battle was due to start, Leopold wandered up to Nathan. His eyes lingered on the two Champions who almost clung to the younger Bastion.

“Are you sure about your plan?” Leopold asked. His poker face smile was firmly in place. His eyes held no judgment, but that meant nothing. For all Nathan knew, Leopold wanted Nathan to back away from his foolhardy plan and join the main assault.

“It will minimize casualties,” Nathan said.

“You’re taking both of them?” Leopold nodded at both Fei and Sunstorm.

Nathan gave Sunstorm a push forward. She stumbled and looked back at him in surprise. With a nod, Nathan indicated that she should join Leopold’s force.

“You want Fei?” Sunstorm asked, an undercurrent of hurt in her voice.

“Normally, I’d take you for this sort of mission,” Nathan said, one of his hands ruffling Fei’s hair. “But you can last longer in open battle. Your gems are built for endurance, and you know how to handle Seraph. Whereas Fei here need to be topped up every few minutes of battle. I’m a little worried about her should she get into a fight with Seraph.”

Fei scowled at Nathan and jumped away. She had been enjoying his attention, but she became unhappy the moment that he mentioned that he was “babysitting” her. Leopold and Nathan chuckled.

A hand appeared in front of Nathan. He looked down, surprised to see that it was Leopold’s. Looking back up, he saw the old man looking unusually serious.

“For good luck,” Leopold said. His poker face smile was gone. In place of it was a genuine smile.

Nathan took his hand and had an unusually firm handshake. When he pulled his hand back he had to shake the feeling back into it.

“Just be careful when you’re in there,” Leopold said. “I don’t know what you think you know, but what you’re about to wrangle with is more dangerous than you think. I’m betting you’re about to play with fire, and many people have died doing that half-assed.” Having said his piece, Leopold accompanied Sunstorm to the front line.

Nathan stared after the retreating Bastion. Had the old man worked out his plan? It seemed unlikely. Then again, what else could Nathan be up to? Nathan wondered if Leopold had attempted this trick in the past. Or perhaps he knew other Bastions who had tried the same thing.

The difference between Nathan and all those other Bastions was that Nathan had the advantage of knowledge from the future.

“Are you really that worried about me?” Fei asked. Her tone sounded unimpressed, even though her words gave the impression that she wanted affection.

“It’s not that I’m worried about you,” Nathan said. “Rather, I need a Champion to defend me should I run into Seraph. But I also need every Champion to help Leopold at the front gate. My plan is to spend as little time fighting Seraph as possible and she’s more likely to focus on holding the fortress gates. But if I do run into her, I need a highly capable Champion to help me fend off a duogem Champion.”

“But you said—” Fei began to say.

“And I meant it,” Nathan continued. “Your sapphire gem is powerful, but you can’t use it for long in a battle. Whereas Sunstorm, Sen, and the others can fight for much longer periods of time without my help. If you’re close to me, then I can top you up whenever necessary.”

Fei pouted and looked away. His words hurt her. There was no escaping that fact, but they needed to be said. Her capability as a Champion improved rapidly, and she had come a very long way since the nervous beastkin he had encountered when he first arrived at Gharrick Pass. Coddling her did her no favors. She wanted to be a powerful and famous Champion. Nathan knew she had the potential to be a trigem Champion, but achieving that potential meant that she needed to face reality.

“You’re thinking about this the wrong way,” Nathan said, trying to think of a way to get his message across but blunt the hurt. “Everybody has weaknesses. That is an inescapable fact. What makes us strong is understanding our weaknesses and how to prevent others from exploiting them against us. Right now, you’re extremely powerful in short bursts. That means that so long as you’re close to me, then very few Champions can defeat you in one-on-one combat. On the other hand, that means you cannot get into extended fights when you’re not close to me. That does not make you weak. Rather, it means that you need to pick your battles.”

“But what if I have no choice but to get into a battle when I’m away from you?” Fei asked, looking up at him.

“Then you need to find a way to handle fights in those circumstances. A battle does not start the moment that you cross swords with your opponent. It is about positioning, about framing, about taking control of a battlefield, and about maximizing your strengths while ensuring your opponent’s weaknesses are exposed.”

Nathan wasn’t sure Fei got his point, but she wasn’t stupid. Simple sometimes, but she had always been the most reliable Champion in his roster for a reason. She had earned her position as the trigem Champion who most often pulled him out of the fire.

As if to prove him right, Fei nodded at him, a look of understanding on her face. She licked her lips and looked up at the fortress walls.

“That’s why you’re in such a rush, isn’t it?” Fei said. “You’re setting up this battle to prevent Seraph from gaining an advantage over you. This plan of yours is a hidden strength of yours that nobody knows about, but you’ll lose your opportunity if the Federation intervenes. Right?”

Nathan smiled and reached out the hand to ruffle her hair again. Before he could touch her, Fei ducked to the side and looked at him with a triumphant grin. He relented. Although her rapidly moving tail looked awfully inviting.

The two of them continued to wait. Leopold should have attacked by now, but maybe he was waiting for something. He was an experienced Bastion, so Nathan didn’t intervene.

What did worry Nathan was the low number of enemy soldiers on the walls. By this point, Seraph must have known that an attack was imminent. This was no drill or intimidation tactic. Nathan planned to attack. Had she seen through his plan and knew that they intended to attack the gate and nothing else?

If she had, then she wasn’t showing it. There was still no sign of Seraph in the flesh.

“Why hasn’t Seraph showed herself?” Fei asked.

“I’m not sure. By this point she should have responded to one of our actions.” Nathan shrugged.

“Does that mean she’s not here?” Fei’s eyes widened.

“That’s unlikely. And by unlikely, I mean very, very unlikely,” Nathan said with a grimace. “She’s an experienced Champion, and that means she has her own tricks up her sleeve. I’m assuming that she’s up to something.”

For Seraph to have abandoned Fort Taubrum would mean that the Federation loses a sizeable chunk of their territory. As Nathan said earlier, this fortress protected the highway that cut north-south along the Gharrick Mountains. A lot of merchant traffic used this highway.

Without the fortress’s protection, the Federation merchants would have to take a longer route to get to Forselle Valley. Several nations had borders that touched Forselle Valley, not just the Empire and the Federation. It was a major crossroads. If the merchants had to take the long route to get there, then their costs would rise. Higher costs meant lower profits.

No doubt the regents behind this war were furious over the Empire’s counterattack. Not only did they have an expensive war on their hands, but their existing profits were about to fall. Other regents would be furious once they learned the full extent of their losses. The Federation would have no choice but to negotiate with the Empire if they could not take back this land.

So Nathan considered it impossible for Seraph to have already retreated. Doing so would make her a pariah in her nation. Torneus, her backer, would hunt her down for failing him so badly. In such a situation, she was better off trying to hold off the Empire while hoping that Torneus sends reinforcements soon enough.

Nathan shielded his eyes with his hand and looked toward Leopold’s position. He saw the old Bastion raising his sword into the air. A crack sounded across the battlefield. A cry rung out across the Empire ranks.

The assault had begun. Fort Taubrum was about to fall.


Chapter 42




Seraph finished the last of her paperwork. Placing the last piece of paper on top of her neatly stacked pile of finished forms, she took a moment to look over her handiwork.

Since she moved here under Theus, Seraph oversaw the entire province. This paperwork had been a constant companion. Now all of it lay completed. No more would arrive in her inbox. No more tax estimations; no more monthly reports for the regent; no more pointless status reports for Theus; no more updates to file from the guard captains of the province.

Seraph was alone, as she had been for some time. Her errand boy was long gone. A skeleton crew of soldiers remained to protect the fort. She had sent the rest home weeks ago.

The stares she had received had been questioning when she had ordered so many of them to neighboring forts and towns. Even she had wondered if she was being rash, but events proved that she was right. This new Bastion from the Empire, Nathan Straub, was not an easy foe to reckon with. As she had suspected—despite Torneus’s belief otherwise—Nair had proven unreliable as an ally.

When the signal came during the battle over Nair’s tower, Seraph had ignored it. Something had felt wrong about the battle. For one thing, it didn’t seem right that Nair could defeat a Bastion by herself. Sunstorm had failed in her place. How could a sorceress like Nair succeed where a trained assassin like Sunstorm fail?

Minutes later—when Nair’s spells tore apart the Federation soldiers—Seraph felt vindicated, if empty.

Being right meant nothing if she didn’t gain anything.

Outside, Seraph heard jeers from the Empire’s troops. An assault must be beginning, she realized. It was earlier than she expected. Much earlier.

She had checked earlier in the day but saw only siege engines in the early stages of construction. That can only mean one thing: the Bastions were going to deploy their might. A reckless approach, but the only one they had.

The halls of the keep were empty as Seraph walked down them. Fort Taubrum had never been well furnished at the best of times, but she had ordered the few decorations to be taken away by the retreating soldiers. The walls stood bare, the lights off, and not a soul stirred in the place.

The ground shook. Dust fell from the ceiling, and Seraph felt her balance shift. Something struck the outer gate with such ferocity to shake the keep itself. Despite this, Seraph maintained her leisurely pace. She walked slowly and surely down the halls, taking in the sights of the keep that had been her home for over a year.

At the end of every chapter of her life, Seraph wondered what she could do differently in the next chapter. She considered it a chance to ruminate on what mistakes she could avoid next time.

Ironic, she thought, that this time she had made the greatest mistakes but had no chance to correct them. Her reflection on the past was purely for self-indulgent reasons. Her last chance to reflect on her life before she went out to face her end like a warrior.

By the time she made it to a balcony overseeing the outer fortress, the gate had fallen. Dust billowed upward from the outer courtyard. Yelling, shouting, screaming. A cacophony of voices and battle filled the air. Seraph drank it in.

She spotted the glitter of gems. Enemy Champions.

Ducking back inside, she grabbed her prized weapons from the racks in the nearby armory. These consisted of a pair of polished wooden clubs with handles sticking out of from the sides. In her homeland, they were known as tonfas. She held them by the handles, and they protected her forearms during normal usage.

Now armed, Seraph charged back outside. She leaped down from the balcony. The dry dirt rose up to meet her, and she hit the ground in a roll. The battle surrounded her as she rose to her feet. Federation soldiers charged forward to defend the gate but found themselves pushed back. Dozens of Empire soldiers in dark uniforms surged through the wide-open hole that been torn through the wrought iron doors.

Seraph stepped forward and swung one of her arms across the air in a cutting motion. One of the jades implanted in her collarbone glimmered. The dust cloud rising in the air vanished in an instant.

Her vision restored, Seraph quickly found her targets. Behind the Empire soldiers were the enemy Champions. And more importantly, an enemy Bastion. The scouts had noted the presence of a powerful and important man at the battle of Nair’s tower. She hadn’t believed them, but now she had visual proof.

Leopold Tyrim himself, in the flesh. If she took his head, even Torneus couldn’t touch her. She would have slain the most powerful Bastion in the Anfang Empire.

Around him were other Champions and sorcerers. Some dust clung to the ground, so Seraph couldn’t get a good look at them. But she saw at least one Champion through the cloud. The glittering gems in her chest were a dead giveaway.

Seraph leaped over the heads of the soldiers. Her jade glittered again, and she fanned out her tonfas. Two waves of magic blasted into the enemy line. Dust poured off the enemies’ bodies, and they stumbled and tripped. They stopped, then looked down at themselves in shock.

Every piece of armor and weaponry on the Empire soldiers had vanished. Reduced to dust. Before they could retreat, the Federation soldiers were upon them. Blood flowed.

Fire washed over the Federation soldiers a moment later, and their resistance was snuffed out instantly. They began to fall back from the gate. Even with Seraph standing right there, the soldiers were unwilling to die in the face of a magical inferno.

Seraph stood alone, facing Leopold and his subordinates. Oddly enough, she saw no sign of the infamous Nathan. She looked around to be certain.

Where was he? She had confirmed his presence outside the fortress earlier. His beastkin Champion was missing as well. Seraph had somehow lost sight of the other Champion that had been here. Was she the beastkin? Had she retreated the moment that Seraph had appeared?

If Nathan wasn’t here, then where was he? He must be up to something.

In the end, it didn’t matter. If Seraph defeated Leopold and the other fighters here before Nathan pulled off his plan, she won. There was nothing he could do to stop her in that case. A Bastion this far from his binding stone had no chance of defeating a duogem Champion.

In fact, she wondered if even two Bastions had a chance against a duogem Champion, this far from their binding stones.

Leopold interrupted her thoughts by throwing a punch at her from across the clearing. Sensing the power behind that punch, Seraph guarded herself with both of her tonfas. A massive wave of force slammed into her and threatened to knock her off her feet.

The fight was on.

Seraph ducked and weaved to avoid the hail of sorcery and magical power that poured down on her. Spikes of earth exploded from the ground. Balls of lava and jets of flames scorched the earth. Balls of prismatic light burst against the buildings and nearly blinded her.

Her Champion enhancement focused purely on speed. This allowed her to dodge almost any attack, be it a sword swing, an arrow, or a fireball. A more balanced Champion would have allocated some of her enhancement to strength, particularly given none of Seraph’s gems enhanced her physical attributes. A pure speed enhancement for an ability focused Champion was extremely rare.

In fact, Seraph had never encountered a speed-focused Champion that didn’t use physical enhancement gems in her entire career as a Champion. She knew she was unique. To some, that was a detriment.

Here, though, Seraph proved the depth of her power and ability. None of her opponents touched her. At least, not substantially enough to cause lasting harm.

Growing frustrated, Leopold charged her and tried to bury his battle axe in her head. She met it head-on with one of her tonfas. Her gems glowed. Leopold’s eyes widened.

He tried to pull back, but it was too late. Seraph’s wave of energy blasted out and into his battle axe. His raw power resisted her—his strength as a Bastion pushing back at her, but it wasn’t enough.

For a moment she thought that she would destroy his weapon. Then he really fought back with his power. They had a brief battle of wills.

Realizing the cost of destroying his axe was too great, Seraph withdrew. Leopold raised his guard and held his position. His eyes followed her, but his body didn’t.

Behind her, something moved. Seraph spun and unleashed a blast of energy. She only had a moment to see the shadowy figure burst into nothingness as her magic slammed into it and blew it apart. Her eyes widened.

“Sunstorm!” Seraph shouted.

She looked around wildly. Was she seeing things?

That had to have been one of Sunstorm’s shadow decoys. It had only been for a second, but she would never mistake those shadow powers for anybody else.

Again, she sensed something. She raised her guard and let Sunstorm come to her. When a blade slammed into her tonfas, she did her best to hold Sunstorm in place.

Before the onyx Champion could retreat from the failed attack, Seraph said, “So you’re actually alive.”

Mid-jump, Sunstorm faltered. She stared at Seraph in confusion. “You didn’t know?”

“I don’t recall you sending any messages to let me know that you’re actually alive,” Seraph said, her tone caught between amused and annoyed. “In fact, I specifically recall Theus telling me that you died. You’re one of the best-looking corpses I’ve seen, I must admit. Can’t say I understand why you’re trying to kill me, however.”

“I understand my loyalties much better now,” Sunstorm said flatly.

Seraph’s eyebrows shot up. She eyed her old subordinate. She couldn’t detect any lies in Sunstorm’s expression or her voice.

Loyalties, Seraph thought. How long had it been since Seraph truly felt loyal to anybody?

Around them, the battle stopped. Leopold and the two sorceresses stopped attacking. They seemed as interested in the conversation as the actual participants.

It seemed that Seraph had underestimated her opponent once again. This Nathan was not only a highly capable commander but also very persuasive. Sunstorm had gone from desiring his head to present as a prize, to bowing her own head to him.

“No wonder Theus was so terrified after the failed attack on Gharrick Pass. He told me that you died,” Seraph said, unable to hide her smirk. “In truth, he must have felt you convert to the Empire. Not only had he failed to invade the Empire, but he lost one of the Champions lent to him.”

“You don’t seem too unhappy about this,” Sunstorm said, eyeing Seraph suspiciously.

“That’s because I’m not,” Seraph said. “More than anything else, I feel all the better knowing you’re alive and have found your place in the world. If I’m going to go out in this battle, then at least it’s with less guilt.”

“Guilt?” Sunstorm’s expression made it clear that she didn’t understand.

Seraph shrugged. She felt no need to elaborate.

For several long seconds, the two women eyed each other off.

Several weeks ago, they had worked together. Sunstorm considered Seraph a woman she admired. Seraph considered Sunstorm to be her most valued and trustworthy subordinate. Both had considered the other to have a very bright future.

In Seraph’s eyes, her future ended here. But at least she knew that Sunstorm’s hadn’t ended with her orders to attack Gharrick Pass. That was more than Seraph knew coming into this battle.

Sunstorm vanished in a puff of shadow. That was the signal that everyone was waiting for. Flames, light, and blasts of power rained down on Seraph.

With renewed vigor, she dodged every attack.

Still no sign of Nathan. She refused to fall here until she saw him. She would fight the man who had recruited Sunstorm to his side. Seraph intended to die here, but she would not lay down and accept death.

Eventually, the attack slowed. Gaping wounds showed on Seraph’s arms, legs, and even her torso. Her figure-hugging dress had been all but shredded. Despite that, Seraph had not slowed in the fight.

Before their very eyes, those wounds disappeared. Her flesh stitched itself back together.

“A regeneration ability,” Leopold said, his eyes full of wonder. “I have always wondered whether jades were capable of regeneration abilities. Now I have the answer. Something to take home with me to the Empire.”

“Assuming you return to the Empire,” Seraph taunted.

“You may be tough, but you have done little to prove that you can hurt us.” Leopold rolled his shoulders.

He had a point, Seraph had to admit. Despite his age, the man had plenty of endurance.

He and the Champions with him continued their assault without showing many signs of fatigue. Perhaps their plan was to whittle Seraph’s gem reserves down.

A foolish plan. They didn’t know how efficient her gems were.

More to the point, they were slowly but surely losing the battle.

Seraph let out blast after blast from her gems at Leopold and the others. Their uniforms, their weapons, and even their clothes disintegrated. Only Leopold proved resistant to her attacks. The others had to fight in tatters.

“What game are you playing?” Sunstorm accused.

The assassin didn’t bother trying to cover herself up. The Champion enhancement gave her some measure of protection, but the raw power of a duogem Champion allowed Seraph to overwhelm Sunstorm’s protections.

The result was something that Leopold likely enjoyed, but only if he looked at any of the nearby women. His focus was surprisingly intense, Seraph thought.

She had heard that he was a lecherous old man. But it seemed that he kept his focus on his opponent during battle.

Still no sign of Nathan.

Seraph grew frustrated. She wanted to end this, but Leopold prevented her from doing so. So many fatal blows had been stopped short by his power as a Bastion. Walls of earth shot from the ground. Or he leaped out from nowhere to block an otherwise fatal blow directed toward one of the sorceresses.

Surely his binding stone must be running low on power, she thought. Then again, he had quite a few binding stones available to him. The issue in defeating him was overcoming his reserves. He couldn’t win through raw power, given how far away he was from his fortresses, but his endurance was second-to-none. Such was the power of an established Bastion.

Seraph prepared herself to end the fight using whatever means she had. Eventually her gems would run dry, despite her efficiency. Whatever Nathan was planning surely must be close to fruition. She needed to end this now.

As if her thoughts summoned the man, Seraph felt a very strange sensation run through her body. So did everyone else. They looked up to the sky.

Then they looked down at the ground beneath them. Something churned deep underneath them. Something magical.

“Is that the leyline?” Seraph thought aloud.

Then it clicked. She spun and stared at the keep. A wave of power washed over her, and she realized her mistake.

She had lost this battle before it started. Leaving the keep had been a critical error.

The entire fortress thrummed with energy.

The binding stone had been activated.
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It was no exaggeration to describe the binding stones as the greatest weapons in a nation’s arsenal. The Bastions stood as both the greatest defenders and the greatest warriors of each nation. Each binding stone enabled another Bastion to stand on the front line, and contributed a whole slew of new Champions to fight against the demons and enemies of their nation’s enemies.

That meant a country needed to defend its binding stones. Bastions defended their activated binding stones using the power of the binding stone itself. They built a fortress, erected defenses, and amassed wealth to hire and maintain an army.

But inactive binding stones could not be defended in this way.

The simplest answer, one might imagine, was to simply activate every binding stone within a nation’s borders. But that came with problems of its own.

Active binding stones drew demons to them. And an incompetent Bastion couldn’t hold off a demonic invasion.

That meant active binding stones were also active threats to a nation’s security. Furthermore, Bastions typically used more than one binding stone. As the most competent Bastions grew in experience and power, they claimed more and more binding stones.

By leaving inactive binding stones available for existing Bastions to claim in the future, a nation left room for their best Bastions to grow in power.

Of course, an enemy could steal any unclaimed binding stones. To prevent this, nations placed powerful protective wards over their inactive binding stones. These wards were encoded with magical encryption that only Bastions from that nation knew how to decode.

This prevented Bastions from enemy nations from sweeping in, stealing a binding stone, and quickly conquering vast amounts of territory. With these wards, it became safe to leave inactive binding stones lying around.

Given time, sorcerers had the ability to decode wards. But that was the work of weeks, not hours or even days. Campaigns halted in order to capture binding stones. And in the time it took a nation to claim a new binding stone, a counterattack could be mounted.

This limited the power of Bastions, which was the only thing that prevented them from completely dominating the world.

Bastions were extremely powerful. They blunted offensives. They crushed entire armies when they went on the attack. The only thing that could stop a Bastion and his Champions was another Bastion and his Champions.

But that power had a physical range. A Bastion’s power dwindled rapidly not long beyond the borders of his nation, once he moved beyond the reach of binding stones.

Or so the theory had always been.

Nathan wondered if what he was doing would have ramifications beyond this one battle.

He deftly undid the wards that protected the binding stone beneath Fort Taubrum. Although he wasn’t as practiced at undoing Federation wards as he was at those from the Empire, he still knew how.

Such was the power of coming from the future.

For a normal Bastion, this was playing with fire. One misstep could destroy him. The wards were constructed in such a way that they would obliterate any intruders.

But Nathan was not an intruder, as far as the wards were concerned. He wasn’t unraveling the wards like some common thief. He had the keys, magically speaking. Perhaps he fumbled the lock a few too many times, but he still appeared to be an authorized user.

Just as a lock wouldn’t seize up on somebody trying to enter their own home using their keys, Nathan didn’t need to worry about the wards exploding in his face.

Fei watched Nathan in awe. Her tail swished behind her slowly, and her eyes glued themselves to his back. None of the lamps here were lit, presumably because no one came down here. The stone cellars were dusty, empty, and practically abandoned. The only thing they had found down here was the binding stone, glowing ominously in the dark.

That suited Nathan fine. Seraph made no appearance, although he heard signs of battle in the distance. The constant rumbling sensation that ran through the keep reminded Nathan that he needed to hurry.

After he deactivated the wards, Nathan reached out to the binding stone itself. He found it easier to tether himself to this one than the last one. Part of him suspected that it was due to his recent experience at Gharrick Pass.

The other part felt that it was because Fei wasn’t standing on top of him and rubbing her tail against his legs constantly. Although he was used to beastkin looking over his shoulder and distracting him while he tried to do his work, it was still a distraction. Concentration came easier when he wasn’t actively pulling his mind away from the sensation of a woman clinging to him.

He claimed the binding stone. A rush of heat blew through his mind. This binding stone hadn’t been used in decades, and it made its presence known. Unlike the one at Gharrick Pass, which had been abandoned for centuries, this one wasn’t dangerous. Nathan let the sensations wash over him.

Plenty of power sat at his fingertips. The leylines extended for miles in every direction. The fort sprawled out around him, and he felt the damage that had been wrought to it from the battle against Seraph.

“So that’s it?” Fei asked, her voice excited.

“Hardly,” Nathan said. “We still have a battle to get to.”

Fei rolled her eyes. “I know that. I meant that you claimed the binding stone. Now you can beat Seraph?”

Nathan assumed so. How long had it been since he had tested his power against a duogem Champion? Normally, the amount of power he had to use from his binding stones was too high to waste fighting a Champion.

But he lacked other options to defeat Seraph right now. Decades of unused magical power from the binding stone poured into Nathan, desiring to be unleashed. Given Nathan already had a fort to defend this binding stone, he felt there was little harm in using this excess power to defeat Seraph.

“I guess we’ll see,” Nathan said with a shrug.

“You wouldn’t be doing this if you weren’t certain.” Fei’s lips tugged upward. She pressed herself against Nathan’s side while rubbing one of her arms across his back.

Nathan gently pushed her away from him. “We can do this later.” He pointed above him. “We have a battle to finish.”

The two of them rushed through the empty hallways and up the stairwells. The keep remained empty. Nathan heard footsteps in the distance. Too many of them to be only one or two people. The soldiers were retreating, but not into the keep.

Had Leopold already won?

No, Nathan realized. Seraph’s raw power could still turn this around.

He confirmed his suspicion when he got outside. A quick glance showed that none of the Empire soldiers had made their way into the fortress itself. Although the Federation had abandoned the courtyard, the Empire had made no progress in seizing Fort Taubrum.

If Seraph successfully held off Leopold, then the battle was lost. Such was the power of a duogem Champion.

Nathan and Fei reached the courtyard. Then both stopped, barely believing their eyes.

“Am I interrupting something?” Nathan asked, mirth filling his voice.

Both Sunstorm and Sen shot glares at him. Sen did her best to cover herself up. Sunstorm didn’t bother, as she was in close-quarters combat with Seraph.

For whatever reason, Sunstorm, Sen, and Vera were all in a state of undress. They didn’t even carry weapons, save for Vera’s obsidian-tipped staff. Leopold was in better shape, although his armor displayed cracks.

Nathan looked at the other woman in the courtyard. Seraph, he presumed. She held a striking beauty, and her silky black hair drew his eye. Oddly, he noticed that she seemed unharmed from the battle, although her clothes were in a similar state of disrepair as the other women in the battle.

Did Leopold have some sort of lecherous attack that obliterated the clothes of the women around him?

Nathan asked the old man as such. He received a glare in return.

“I’m not sure what to say about the fact that the first thing you ask me is if I am responsible for this nonsense,” Leopold grumbled.

“Well, you are the only one wearing clothes,” Nathan said.

“My apologies for being the only person with magic resistance,” Leopold retorted.

The two jades implanted in Seraph’s collarbone glowed for a moment. Nathan raised a hand, and a square flickered into existence.

A shimmering wall of light appeared in front of him. Seraph projected a wave of magic power against him, but it exploded uselessly against the protective barrier he cast.

“So you did activate it,” Seraph muttered.

She stared at him in wonder and lowered her tonfas. He recognized the exotic weapons, as several mystic foxes used them in his timeline. An odd weapon to see being used by a human Champion.

“You seem to be in a rush to interrupt me,” Nathan said.

“My objective here is to kill all of you,” Seraph said. She gave him a beautiful smile, the sort that a normal man would remember for a long time to come.

Nathan shrugged and held a hand out to Leopold, as if to gesture for him to continue.

“I can’t say I disagree with her,” Leopold said, narrowing his eyes. “I’m as curious as she is about what you did. But given she is trying to kill us, I suppose I should explain things to you.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Nathan said.

Fei moved in front of Nathan, holding her scimitar up and summoning a blue flame over its length. Seraph gave her a dismissive look, before turning her attention back to Nathan.

Monitoring Seraph, Leopold explained, “She has a regeneration ability. It’s an immensely powerful one, capable of healing even serious wounds within seconds. I’m assuming that it also makes her resistant to pain and physical injury. Cut her belly open, and she’ll ignore it. The flesh will stitch itself back together within seconds. I don’t know about limbs, but I imagine that will only hurt her for a few minutes at best.”

“I suppose you’re not a renowned Bastion for nothing,” Seraph said, not bothering to look at Leopold. “Most people underestimate my regeneration ability.”

“I appreciate the compliment.” Leopold smiled. He continued, “Her other ability isn’t a force blast, unlike what Sunstorm said. Rather, it destroys nonliving material. Weapons, clothes, the ground, buildings, and even spells. She seems to have difficulty against magic more powerful than her own, judging from the fact that she struggles to destroy my weapons and armor.”

Well, that made for an intriguing pair of abilities. Most duogem Champions had a lot more raw offensive power backing them. But a powerful regeneration ability coupled with a magical attack that couldn’t kill people was a very strange pairing.

“What about her enhancement?” Nathan asked.

“Pure speed,” Leopold answered.

That made Seraph even stranger.

Nathan had never heard of Seraph in his timeline. Sunstorm never mentioned her. Narime and none of the other Champions from the Federation had brought her up. Given her role in the Federation and starting this war, he found that rather odd. Had Torneus scrubbed her so thoroughly from history?

Part of him wanted to capture her. But she was dangerous.

More to the point, he couldn’t rely on Kadria to reawaken her emotions and trust in him. Seraph was an unknown quantity.

Everybody looked exhausted. Seraph appeared unharmed, other than her clothing. But everybody else was covered in scratches, cuts, and all manner of minor wounds.

Nathan realized that—contrary to expectations—Seraph was an endurance fighter.

She outlasted her opponents and took them down after they exhausted themselves. She destroyed their weapons, their armor, and even their spells. Then, when they showed weakness, she finished them off.

“How did you activate the binding stone?” Seraph asked, focusing on her topic of interest.

“Do you really think I’m going to answer that question?” Nathan smirked at her.

“Given your victory is guaranteed, I don’t see why you wouldn’t,” Seraph said.

“Then what? You run away the moment after I answer your question?” Nathan shook his head. “I’m not stupid. I have the binding stone. I don’t intend to share my secrets with just anyone. Sunstorm already explained your role in the Federation, and your relation to Torneus.”

Seraph narrowed her eyes and clicked her tongue. She glanced at Sunstorm, as if to suggest that she was annoyed that her identity had been given away. In response, Sunstorm shrugged.

“He already knew about Torneus,” Sunstorm said.

“Is that so?” One half of Seraph’s lips turned upward. She fixed her gaze firmly on Nathan. “Well, I suppose the only way I find out more is to defeat you.”

Nathan let out a laugh. He drew his sword. With a flicker of willpower, he summoned a pair of glowing triangles around the hilt.

Instantly, Seraph surged forward. Nathan barely followed her movement.

Blue flames filled his vision as Fei tried to protect him. A blast of power blew the fire away. Fei’s sword disintegrated with another blast of power. Seraph paused her charge and shifted her stance.

Eyes widening, Fei stepped back and tried to protect herself without a weapon.

Enough time had been bought, and Nathan unleashed his spell. A cage of earth exploded from the ground around Seraph. She covered her chest with her tonfas and blasted waves of magic around her. The hardened dirt crashing toward her disintegrated into clouds of dust. But more and more earth burst from the ground in a never-ending tide.

Within moments, Seraph found herself buried beneath a hardened dome of earth.

Fei leaped back and held her position in front of Nathan. He took the opportunity to quickly summon clothes for the women. Seraph might break free momentarily, but a few moments of respite were all that was necessary for the others to get dressed.

Plus, it helped him stay focused if the women wore something.

He also summoned weapons for them, and imbued magic into them from the binding stone so that Seraph’s magic wouldn’t destroy them as quickly.

As he predicted, Seraph’s waves of magic soon burst through the earthen prison. She broke free seconds later.

A pair of fourth rank spells glowed in Nathan’s hands. Seraph’s gaze latched onto his hands. She reacted quickly and leaped backward. To no avail.

The buildings nearby reached out to grab her, as if they were extensions of Nathan’s will. Seraph lashed out at them with her magic. But the magic imbued in them from the binding stone weakened her power, and she was unable to destroy them. She was beaten down to the ground.

Rolling as she hit the dirt, Seraph changed tactics. She charged Nathan again. This time, she pulverized the ground with her waves of power. Dust blew up into the air in dense clouds and prevented him from seeing where she was. But he still felt her presence.

He raised his hands. Triangles appeared at the end of each fingertip, each spell filled with the power of the binding stone.

The triangles burst into brilliant light, and each lanced forward into the cloud of dust. Seraph screamed as several of the projectiles of light punched through her, and she tumbled out of the dust. The moment Fei saw Seraph appear, she charged.

Tonfa met scimitar in a brilliant flash of sparks. Seraph’s gem ability slammed into Fei with all the might that she could muster, but could not destroy Fei’s sword. Much to Nathan’s chagrin, the same could not be said of Fei’s clothes.

Seraph’s leg swept out, and Fei darted back. Leaping to her feet, Seraph raised her guard. Fei pointed a scimitar at her opponent. Then she blinked when she saw her ungloved hand. She looked down at herself, grimaced, and looked back at Nathan with an upset expression.

There was no time to deal with Fei’s concern over her nudity, and Nathan planned to end this.

He had proven his superiority. Seraph lacked the raw power to match his binding stone. With the overflowing power of a binding stone and over a decade of experience using them, he had easily overwhelmed her gems. Seraph didn’t stand a chance.

He began to cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. Seraph scowled and fell into a defensive stance.

Before she could charge him, Nathan charged her. Seraph’s eyes widened, and her tonfas glowed with magic. His sword slammed into her weapons. Light burst out across the clearing.

Seraph crashed to the ground. Nathan followed through, placing his sword against her neck. Another spell glowed around his sword. The glowing squares hovered menacingly around the hilt of his blade.

“Why didn’t you kill me with that earlier spell?” Seraph asked.

“You asked me a question earlier,” Nathan said. “The answer is simple: I can activate the binding stone because I know how to unlock the wards. A lock is only as safe as its keys. And I have the keys.”

Seraph stared up at him. Then she laughed, and said, “That’s it? No grander secret? You had the code to the wards protecting the binding stone? How anticlimactic.” She stopped laughing. “Then again, something like this is to be expected of you. You’ve beaten me every time, not by being supremely powerful or having the largest and greatest army and Champions. But simply by outmaneuvering me at each turn.”

Seraph clapped. Or at least, she tried to. She found it hard while holding her tonfas. She looked down at them, and considered dropping them, but decided not to.

Somehow, Nathan found the clapping less irritating than he normally would. He’d had some unpleasant experiences with women clapping around him recently.

“Is this it then? You cut off my head, and the Federation is defeated?” Seraph said.

Nathan paused. Normally, this would be the end. He had slain more than his fair share of Champions. He didn’t even know Seraph personally. Kadria had no way to reawaken her lost memories of him.

But for some reason she appealed to him, and not simply physically. Her looks were striking, and her body certainly called out to his. It helped that she was all but naked right now.

Maybe it was the fact that she seemed thoughtful, Nathan thought. Most Champions were pure warriors. Nathan had only considered one of his Champions to be a true strategist. Some of the rest had been commanders, but never advisers in the sense of people he trusted to help guide him in life or manage his fortresses.

Some of them had such talents, but they came from their lives before they were Champions. Whereas it seems that Seraph was different. That intrigued Nathan, because it appeared that the path she walked was wholly different to the path that probably any Champion or Bastion normally walked.

“Was there something else that you wanted?” Nathan asked. He wondered…

“If we’re talking about things I want, then it would be for you to have entered my life many, many years ago,” Seraph said bitterly. “Given such a thing is impossible, I’m afraid the knowledge that Sunstorm is in safe hands will have to suffice.”

Nathan stared at Seraph. Nobody else spoke or moved an inch. Empire soldiers crept through the open gate now that the battle had ceased. But they knew that something was happening and didn’t intervene. They made noise but Nathan shut it out.

“I can offer you atonement,” Nathan said.

“Isn’t that what death is for?” Seraph responded. She closed her eyes.

“Perhaps. But there are many ways to atone. I can make you my Champion, and your atonement will be toward all the soldiers in the Empire and Federation whose lives you cost, and the civilians whose livelihoods you ruined.” Nathan didn’t remove his sword from Seraph’s neck. He wondered if he was making the right choice.

“And what if I betray you? What if Torneus makes me a better offer in the future, and I can escape my atonement?” Seraph said. Her eyes remained closed.

“Then the Watcher Omria will judge you. She will know you for who you are, and you will suffer for your choices.” Nathan tilted his head. “More to the point, I will be your Bastion. If you turn on me, I will destroy you. Atonement through death never stops being an option.”

Seraph let out a bark of laughter and opened her eyes. “Well, it seems you’re not entirely naive. I’d say you’re a fool to recruit an enemy, but Sunstorm seems loyal to you. And the fact that you’re aware of your ability as a Bastion to keep your Champions in check makes you a step above Theus.”

Theus didn’t even know how to keep his Champions in line with the powers of a Bastion? Nathan shouldn’t have been surprised, given what he had heard about that idiot.

“So, you accept?” Nathan asked Seraph.

“I do.”

With that, Fort Taubrum fell into the hands of the Empire. The soldiers seized the fortress and took the Federation troops prisoner. No Federation reinforcements arrived.

Nathan loved to believe that this was the end of the war. That he had accomplished what he came back in time to achieve. In truth, he wondered if he had instead set this timeline on an entirely different path. One that he didn’t understand in the least.

But, for now, he was victorious. The Empire had defeated the Federation, and Seraph was his.


Chapter 44




After the battle, life returned to normal. Not that Nathan normally described his life as normal.

Anna’s soldiers swept across the region. She sent some home—particularly the beastkin she had recruited using Leopold’s authority—but hired many of them permanently.

With her expanded territory, she needed a larger army to maintain it. Most of the guards and soldiers from the Federation couldn’t be trusted to protect the region under the Empire, so Anna provided her own soldiers. Additional soldiers increased the financial burden on her, and the war with the Federation meant she lacked the trade income she needed to pay her soldiers. For the time being, Nathan supported her soldiers using his power as Bastion.

Officially, nobody ruled the new territory. But Anna had led the army that captured everything east of Gharrick Pass, so Leopold used that as an excuse to place her in charge of it. Nathan protected the region as Bastion, and Anna ruled it.

Hopefully, this arrangement remained permanent, as Nathan preferred working with Anna over most of the nobles he had dealt with in the past. She had a good head on her shoulders and worked well with his Champions.

Seraph settled in surprisingly easily. She spent most of her time working with Anna and assisting her with the paperwork for the new region. Under Theus, she had run the province. That made her a good fit as an assistant to help Anna quickly establish herself in a new region. Nathan appreciated a Champion that handled his paperwork for him. The farmers and merchants appreciated a steady hand, even if they remained worried about war.

Normally, an invasion came with significant ructions. New merchants moved in, and old merchants were booted out. But Anna was no old money noble with significant connections. She took the land as she saw it and allowed the people already there to maintain what they had. That kept her existing inhabitants happy, preventing any rebellions from rising up. It limited her own financial growth, but Anna couldn’t gain much from abusing her power anyway.

Not all the merchants were happy, especially those that relied heavily on trade. Relations between the Federation and Empire remained frosty. Which was a polite way to say that war had not been formally declared, but could be considered to be ongoing regardless.

The Federation never launched a counterattack in response to the Empire’s assault. But Theus remained in Forselle Valley with his Champions. Small armies massed on the borders, but never crossed.

Occasionally, Nathan sent Fei or another Champion out to chase away an army that grew too large. No battle ever occurred, as neither side wanted bloodshed. But it served as a reminder that open warfare could break out at any moment.

Torneus had yet to open negotiations with either Leopold or Nathan. Not even Anna heard anything from him. Torneus was clearly bitter over his loss.

As such, Leopold returned to the capital with Ciana. He took with him the political prisoners that Nathan had captured during the battles with the Federation. Those prisoners were the key to making this war favorable for the Empire. Without them, other nations might intervene and make this turn out exactly as it had in Nathan’s timeline.

Getting the Emperor himself to intervene was risky. But Nathan and Leopold saw no other choice. They needed to stop Torneus, and they needed to do it without causing the war to grow to involve other countries. Nathan strongly suspected that he had replaced one war—the war that he knew from his timeline—with a different war that he knew nothing about.

So, Nathan whiled away his time, preparing for future battles to come. He fortified Fort Taubrum and Gharrick Pass. He trained his Champions. He learned more about the current timeline. And he enlarged his army, especially his beastkin knights.

Many of the beastkin that fought against the Federation returned to Gharrick Pass in the weeks following the battle of Fort Taubrum. They had been impressed by Nathan. If Nathan took them at face value, he might say that they wished to swear fealty to him and fight for him as knights.

In truth, he suspected that most of them realized that he wouldn’t send them to their deaths futilely. That made him a safe option for long-term employment. Being a beastkin was harsh sometimes. Many of them grew up with stories of veterans being sent into the meat grinder. While the battle of Nair’s tower had involved many beastkin casualties, very few had been fatal. Comparatively, that made Nathan a highly capable commander.

With so many beastkin joining his side, Nathan finally had the chance to build up an army capable of fighting demons without the aid of Champions. As much as he wished otherwise, Nathan couldn’t be everywhere at once. There would be times that demons invaded one of his fortresses while he was absent. His Champions needed soldiers capable of assisting them. That meant knights wielding enchanted weapons and armor, and who were trained to fend off ferocious demons.

The beastkin trained to be the first of those knights. Nathan created enough enchanted weapons and armor for the companies of beastkin that joined him, and they trained under Fei and Sunstorm.

Sen gave the other Champions looks of jealousy, wishing that she had her own subordinates. Nathan hadn’t found the opportunity to find many magic users, and knights weren’t a great fit for a spellblade. That meant Sen remained a lone wolf for the foreseeable future.

With so much to do, summer quickly passed. The weeks of fall began to pass by rapidly.

One day, Vera opened the door to Nathan’s office. She paused when she saw him reading a letter. He waved her in.

“You have a door for your office now, I see,” Vera said as she entered.

“I found that although an open door policy works well, I received noise complaints,” Nathan joked.

Vera rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you didn’t have a door to begin with. Your Champions jump you at every opportunity they get. I’m surprised one isn’t on top of you right now.”

“Fei’s busy patrolling with some of the new beastkin,” Nathan said. “She’s showing them around the leylines. It helps if they know where they are, in case of an issue like last time.”

“Is that likely to happen again?” Vera asked with a grimace.

“Somebody disrupting the leylines in order to cause a demonic invasion?” Nathan considered for a moment whether to give a truthful answer.

In his timeline, the tactic became almost commonplace in wars between nations. By that point, victory was what mattered the most. Allowing a few more demons into the world mattered less than defeating the enemy in the minds of most rulers. Especially when so much of Doumahr was already controlled by demons. How could one or two more portals hurt?

He had thought that things were better in the past. How naive of him.

“There are many reasons to know where the leylines are,” Nathan eventually said. “Leyline disruption can be used to shut down the wireless, preventing us from communicating. If for any reason a binding stone is overloading with demonic energy, knowing the location of the leylines is important when demonic portals appear on them. That can happen even without disruption.”

Vera scowled. “While that’s worrisome to hear, you didn’t answer my question.”

“And for good reason.”

“So the answer is yes.” Vera rolled her eyes. “I’m beginning to realize that when you and Leopold are hiding something, it’s because that ‘something’ has a horrible answer.”

“That’s typically the case with most Bastion secrets.” Nathan shrugged. He rolled up the letter he had been reading and placed on the desk.

Vera pointed at the letter. “What’s that about? Anything important?”

“Not especially. Ciana asked me some questions about binding stones.” Nathan waved in the air as if to signify how meaningless the letter was.

“Ciana? Isn’t she in the capital?” Vera grinned. “Oh, I get it. She’s being a good little girl and sending you a letter every day, telling you all about her amazing adventures and asking you about her homework.”

“Must you?” Nathan groaned.

“The girl adores you. So yes, I’ll tease you endlessly. Especially given you already have three women crawling all over you any moment they get. Four, if you count the looks that Seraph gives you out of the corner of her eye,” Vera said.

“Seraph doesn’t give me any looks like that. Only exasperated ones when I take too long to review her paperwork.”

Vera shook her head but dropped the topic.

She wandered over to the window and looked outside. Nothing much was happening within the fortress, as most of the soldiers were out and about.

The fortress had grown to accommodate the many migrants flocking to Gharrick Pass. Merchants flowed through the pass itself, attracting people who wanted to make money from them. Nathan had lost count of how many times he’d expanded the fortress to accommodate them. Ideally, he wouldn’t need to bother. He’d let them expand outside the walls.

Right now, allowing that was dangerous. The distance between the frontier of the Empire and this fortress was still too small. Too many people might die if he didn’t protect them with fortifications.

“So, have you thought about your next move?” Nathan asked, breaking the silence.

“Well, there was a binding stone nearby. I thought that maybe I might finally become a Bastion, but a certain somebody claimed it himself. What a greedy man.” Vera gave Nathan a sidelong look, a cheeky smile on her face.

Nathan didn’t rise to her provocation and instead asked, “So you’re still intent on becoming a Bastion?”

Vera let out a sigh. “Ideally, yes. But I won’t lie that I am rethinking the idea. The Empire won’t accept me. Leopold knows what happened here. There’s no way I’ll ever become a Bastion while he’s in the Empire.”

“I wouldn’t count him out just yet,” Nathan said.

“Even if he changes his mind, there are still no binding stones available.”

“There are plenty of binding stones available. Just not nearby,” Nathan corrected.

“And that’s the problem. I’m not sure I want to leave Gharrick County.” Vera sighed again and ran a hand through her long red locks. “I grew up here. The next in a long line of sorcerers, all of whom have either used my tower, or practiced sorcery nearby. Inheriting that tower meant everything to me, once.”

Nathan waited, suspecting that she was building up to something.

“On the other hand, I’m not so sure I like chaining myself to the past like this,” Vera said. “I feel like I need a fresh start. A part of me wonders if that means abandoning my dream of becoming a Bastion, at least for a little while.”

“A little while?” Nathan asked. He didn’t like the sound of that.

Vera shrugged and avoided his gaze. “You helped me out of a difficult situation. No, let me be frank. I would be dead if it weren’t for you. If not at the hands of Sunstorm, then at the hands of Leopold. Becoming a Champion for a short while to repay my debt to you would be a pleasant distraction.”

Nathan closed his eyes and withheld a sigh. He had worried that it would be something like this. It seemed that his warning about a Champion being a one-way path hadn’t gotten through.

“You said something much earlier, back when we spoke in your tower, about how you like me because I told you more Bastion secrets than others. So, I’m going to tell you a secret that I really shouldn’t. One that—should Leopold ever find out that I told you—could have me tried for heresy,” Nathan explained.

Vera stared at Nathan. She seemed frozen in place. “You don’t have to—”

“Let me.” Nathan stared her down. “Remember when I mentioned that becoming a Champion was a one-way path? I meant it. Truly meant it. It’s not a metaphor. Accepting any Champion enhancement impairs your ability to become a Bastion. Permanently.”

Silence reigned. Nathan waited to see if she would say anything. She didn’t, and merely stared at him in shock.

Eventually, she gestured for him to continue.

“While a gem is a permanent change, and can never be removed, even an enhancement limits your ability to become a Bastion,” Nathan explained. “The training enhancements in the academy have a relatively minor effect, which is why Champions can still back away at that point. But once a Champion accepts a full enhancement, their potential as a Bastion is crippled.”

“That sounds insane,” Vera blurted out.

Nathan kept his face impassive. “There’s a reason this is kept secret. There are a lot of implications to go along with it. The main one is that someone can be tricked or forced into accepting a Champion enhancement, and therefore prevented from ever being an effective Bastion. Another is that many people may avoid becoming a Champion, if they knew that meant they could never become a Bastion in the future.”

“It’s that bad?” Vera’s eyes narrowed. “Simply receiving an enhancement has such a powerful impact that they cannot become a Bastion?”

“They can become a Bastion, but they’ll never be a good one. Or even a mediocre one. I’m doubtful that a former Champion could even create a duogem Champion,” Nathan said. “The effect is that severe. Even if they could, they could never create more than one or two duogems. And never a trigem. Not to mention that their ability to manipulate the binding stone would be far inferior to a true Bastion.”

Vera looked up at the ceiling. “Now I better understand why you and Leopold have cautioned Ciana so heavily about rushing into a decision about being a Bastion or a Champion. She wants so dearly to fight for you. I thought that she would sneak off to the battle at my tower. I even kept a lookout for her trying to sneak into any wagons or carts.”

Grimacing, Nathan looked away. He had conflicting thoughts about Ciana. He wanted her as his Champion. He adored her. The two of them had been close in his timeline.

But denying her the opportunity to become a fantastic Bastion—if that was what she wanted—was against his nature.

“She told me that tripe that you told her. Or at least, I thought it was tripe.” Vera grimaced. “About how someone can only be a great Bastion or a great Champion. I suppose it’s right. You can only be one or the other. Because going down one path ruins you for the other.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Nathan snapped. He sighed. “But I suppose it can be interpreted that way. I want her to make the right decision, as it’s not something she can rethink later. Even becoming a Bastion then becoming a Champion is hard.”

“Why? Does claiming a binding stone impact your ability to become a Champion?” Vera asked.

“Kind of. Binding stone connections are effectively permanent, so you can’t become a Champion later. More than that, a lot of the knowledge you learn while becoming a Bastion makes it difficult to be accepted as a Champion.” Nathan leaned back in his chair. “Truthfully, a lot of what Leopold and I are teaching Ciana are things that Champions usually never learn.”

In the end, Champions were weapons. Nathan did his best to never forget that they were people. People that he was close to and cared for greatly.

But to the nations that funded and trained the Champions, they were powerful weapons.

One didn’t teach a sword the mysteries of the world. A sword didn’t need to know the ins and outs of politics, or what the implications were if they killed the person in front of them.

A sword’s duty was to stab whatever its wielder required it to stab. Champions were the swords of nations, in a way that Bastions could never be. A Bastion wielded Champions in the same way that a soldier wielded a sword.

Seraph was dangerous because she was a sword that knew how to wield other swords, and she appeared to think and act of her own volition. To Nathan, that made her invaluable.

To a nation, that made her terrifying.

No wonder so few nations allowed Champions such as her to exist. Nathan couldn’t help but find it interesting that both Narime and Seraph came from the Federation. Torneus stood as a common link between the two. Did he favor Champions that were more than simple, unthinking weapons?

Nathan wondered what it meant that Leopold was willing to teach Ciana the same things, potentially leading her down the same path as Seraph.

“So, in the end, I cannot make a temporary choice.” Vera let out a humorless laugh. “I want to help you and repay my debt, but doing so costs me too much.”

“If it helps, I can teach you what little I can about Bastions,” Nathan offered. “There are some things that I can’t teach you, simply because the academy has refused you, and I don’t want Leopold to murder me. But I think I have some leeway with him to teach you a few things. And who knows, maybe there’ll be a binding stone available later, when even Leopold can’t refuse you.”

Vera shot Nathan an appreciative smile. It faded the moment she thought he wasn’t looking.

After Vera left, Nathan glanced back down at the letter on the table.

He felt conflicted. Not just over Vera, but also Ciana and Seraph.

For Ciana, the reason was simple. He knew Ciana as a Champion. She might choose to become a Bastion, and he might lose her. If he intervened and pushed her toward becoming a Champion, he could make her his easily.

But with Vera and Seraph, it became more complicated than that.

His uncertainty was because he did not know them. His knowledge of the future did not include Seraph. Vera’s recorded history in his timeline was completely wrong.

Nathan reflected on these facts and realized that he had to handle these women the same way that he had handled things when he was younger. Not everything can be known, and not everything can be handled with a surefire plan.

Metaphorically, he stepped into the unknown.

Picking up a pen, he wrote a reply to Ciana. He sent the letter back to the capital, Aleich.

Then he turned around and stared at the black door behind him. He had one last person to speak to. The two of them needed to have a very important conversation.


Chapter 45




“So, did this turn out to be everything you dreamed it would be?” Kadria asked.

“I don’t recall having the chance to dream before you sent me back in time. So no, it hasn’t.” Nathan sipped his tea. It didn’t taste like anything he had ever drunk in his life. Part of it reminded him of the delicate teas that Narime sometimes served him. Those had been produced in her homeland—before it had been overrun by demons—and were an expensive delicacy.

He sipped the tea again. It tasted sweet. Strangely so, despite having no sugar or honey added to it.

“What have you done to this tea?” Nathan asked.

“Nothing. It’s oolong tea. With mangoes. I’m almost certain that you can’t get it here, but I figured you might enjoy it. Sweet things are rarer here than I’m used to.” Kadria drained her cup, and it automatically refilled itself, the tea appearing from nowhere.

Nathan had no idea what sort of tea she had described. He sincerely hoped he hadn’t been poisoned.

Looking around, he noticed that her void room had grown in size. Substantially so.

The bedroom was now more like a suite. Where it had previously been barely large enough to contain a bed, there was now space for a table and chairs. A doorway led off to what Nathan assumed to be a bathroom, although he hadn’t investigated it.

He didn’t know why Kadria’s void room had gotten larger. He suspected he didn’t want to know.

More importantly, some color had arrived in this otherwise lifeless void. The table and chairs appeared genuine and colorful against the black backdrop of this strange place. Nathan could see the grain of the wood, the threads that made up the upholstery of the chairs, and the golden straw color of his tea.

Everything else within the room remained an outline. He found the juxtaposition jarring.

For whatever reason, Kadria had chosen a table and chairs as the only colorful things in her room. Presumably so that she and Nathan could sit at them and talk. Whatever food and drink she summoned here also contained color.

“Do you prefer scones or tea cakes?” Kadria asked.

“Are those my only options?”

Kadria shrugged. “I assumed that you might prefer something from your homeland. Your actual homeland.”

She smirked, and a plate full of fresh scones appeared on the table. Steam rose from the baked goods. Large dollops of butter, jam, and clotted cream accompanied them in separate bowls.

“I still don’t understand how you’re doing this,” Nathan said, as he held a scone above his face. It smelled real. The tea had tasted genuine as well.

Food never felt, smelled, or tasted anything close to the real thing when created with magic. When a Bastion made food using a binding stone, it was bad enough to drive a man insane over the course of the day. Appearances could be replicated, but nothing else. Magically produced food was all nutrition, no soul.

“If you paid attention to how I do things, maybe you could pick up a thing or two,” Kadria commented while smearing hunks of butter, jam, and cream over her scone.

Nathan quickly followed suit and tried not to stuff the thing into his mouth all at once.

It tasted delicious.

“This is the same as your binding stone magic that affects living things, isn’t it?” Nathan asked.

“More or less. The difference is that food isn’t strictly living, at least normally.” Kadria waved her scone around, sending crumbs flying into the void, where they became simple outlines. “The binding stone is part of the world. Magic is just as much a part of the world as anything else, despite the name. People call it magic because they don’t understand it.”

“That’s why we have magical science,” Nathan said. “To better understand magic.”

Kadria giggled. “Magical science. Such a silly name. You realize the term is an oxymoron, don’t you? Science describes how the world works, whereas magic is something that defies the way the world works. Your binding stones defy the natural laws of the world, at least according to normal science. In truth, reality is far more complex than it seems.”

“So I’ve gathered,” Nathan said drily.

Kadria wolfed down her scone. “Fine then. You didn’t have any dreams, but I know you had something in mind when I brought you to this world. How do you feel now that you’ve stopped the war? The Empire is safe, no demons are destroying it, and there is no massive wasteland stretching from the Gharrick Mountains to the Kingdom of Falmir. Don’t you feel like a hero?”

“Don’t patronize me.” Nathan glared at her. “I’ve stopped one war but started another.”

“But you did stop the war from your timeline,” Kadria said.

“And was that all that you sent me back here to do? I thought you even admitted that you’re working with me because you wanted to avoid the end of the world?” Nathan pushed.

“Perhaps.” Kadria toyed with a butter knife. “The invasion of Gharrick Pass was the catalyst in your timeline. When the Federation overwhelmed the Empire, it set off a chain of events that inevitably lead to destruction of almost every nation on Doumahr.”

“But can’t that still happen?” Nathan grimaced and drummed his fingers against the table. The sound echoed around the room. “Like I said, I traded one war for another. By invading the Empire, the Federation opened a hole that allowed the demons a foothold in the middle of Doumahr. But although I’ve stopped the Federation, now my only choice is to invade them in return. What happens if I tear open that same hole in the Federation? Won’t the demons find a way through anyway?”

Finishing the last of the scones, Kadria dismissed the empty plate and the half-empty bowls. She continued to twirl the knife in her hands, as if she wanted something to keep her hands busy.

“That is how cause-and-effect works,” Kadria explained, not looking at Nathan. “You change something, and something else happens. How do you think the world would change if you were never born? Do you think it would be exactly the same? That someone else would spring up out of nowhere to do all the things that you did in your world?”

“What if it was the same?” Nathan answered, a trace of bitterness in his voice.

Kadria smirked and finally looked at Nathan. “Ah, I see what you are getting at. We call those predetermined events. They’re rare, but some worlds have them. Or perhaps you might call them archetypes of worlds.”

Nathan didn’t have the slightest idea what Kadria meant. Archetypes of worlds? What was she even talking about? He remained silent.

Continuing, Kadria said, “A predetermined event is something that always happens in some form. Avoiding them is complex. A world may have a war that takes place. Originally, that war is caused by a particularly charismatic leader. But if you remove that leader from the equation, a war takes place because of a different leader, and between different countries. The war is different, the actors change, and even the ideologies and the reasons for the war are different, but the fact that a war happens remains constant.”

Kadria spread her hands wide and shook them in the air. “Predetermined events are spooky.” She winked at Nathan.

“So, what you’re saying is that the war between the Federation and the Empire is a predetermined event?” Nathan asked, trying to follow Kadria.

“Not this war in particular,” Kadria replied, looking at a time. “But there will always be a war around this time period. If the Federation and Empire can’t start one, then there are plenty of other nations with bones to pick with an old enemy. I may even argue that you’re better off with the devil you know, than some unknown maniac that you don’t.”

“That sounds absurd,” Nathan said.

“I did say that reality is far more complex than it seems.” Kadria smiled. “Don’t worry about it too much. What you should worry about are the wars taking place that you know nothing about.”

Nathan grimaced. This was exactly why he had come to meet Kadria.

Beyond the problems he had with Seraph and Vera were the much larger problems plaguing him politically. The Empire waged war with two opponents, and neither war had happened in Nathan’s timeline.

The first was the war between Trafaumh and the Empire. Although the Empire had attacked Trafaumh in Nathan’s timeline, the surprise attack by the Federation had ended hostilities on the northern front. The Empire had been destroyed practically overnight by the ensuing demonic invasion, rendering the “war” with Trafaumh a historical footnote. As a result, Nathan knew next to nothing about how things might play out.

And of course, there was this new war between the Empire and the Federation. Nathan had a better grasp of the actors here, as he now knew Leopold and had a history with Torneus. But what worried him was that this war was happening at all.

“Trafaumh can take care of itself,” Nathan said. “I don’t have the time to worry about both wars.”

“You’re just making excuses,” Kadria teased. “What you’re really looking for is a reason to go to Falmir, aren’t you? Your old homeland.”

Nathan shrugged. There was no reason to lie here. “My goals here are twofold: stop the demons from invading Doumahr; and to reunite with my former Champions. If I’m at war with the Federation, then I may as well gather up those nearby. But Vala is in Falmir. I need to find an opportunity to get her back.”

“Is that it?” Kadria asked.

She clearly suspected more. Truthfully, he had other reasons to go back. The coup that transformed the Kingdom of Falmir into merely Falmir still stung. He knew that—given the opportunity—the conspirators would bring down the kingdom the first opportunity they had.

Perhaps that was a predetermined event, like this war with the Federation seemed to be. Or maybe Nathan was getting ahead of himself.

Kadria watched him, her eyes searching for something within his.

He waved her off. “For now, I have only one real concern, and that is dealing with the Federation.”

“Oh? And here I thought your primary concern would be all the women crawling all over you.” Kadria giggled.

Her foot crawled up his leg, her toes pressing into his calf. Higher and higher she crept, until her foot found a familiar location, and pressed into his crotch.

“Don’t you appreciate having the opportunity to shape them to your whims? You can make them yours in a way that you never could before,” Kadria cooed. She massaged his length, and it slowly hardened under her attention. “I know that you enjoy their constant attention. Aren’t they adorable, fighting over you like that?”

He grabbed her leg and pushed it away. Kadria grinned and simply placed her foot back where it had been. He didn’t bother trying to stop her this time, choosing to let her have her way.

He had learned that if he pushed back against Kadria too much, she did one of two things: fled, if he got the upper hand; or threw a tantrum and restricted his movement, so that she had free rein over his body.

Right now, he knew that she would do the latter if he annoyed her. He needed to wait until he had a chance to overpower her.

“I am seeing new sides of them that I have never seen before. But they love me for who I am, not because I am manipulating them,” Nathan said. “Rather than shaping them, I’m strengthening them. You’ve proven to me that my Champions need to be far greater than they were when I fought you. The paths they walked down in my timeline may not have been the right ones. As risky as it is, I need to take them down new paths.”

Kadria’s eyebrows shot up. “Curious. I had thought you would be more resistant to changing them. You seemed so keen to have their memories back. To have them restored to who and what they were in your world—pristine and whole. But it seems that you have come to terms with who and what they are now.”

Her eyes seemed to glitter, and Nathan saw in them an emotion he struggled to describe.

He felt that he could describe this emotion were Kadria a normal person. But she was a Messenger, and he wasn’t stupid enough to attach human emotions to her.

No more food or drink seemed forthcoming and he had his answers, so Nathan stood up. Kadria whined. He ignored her.

“You are going to return soon, right?” Kadria asked, a plaintive note in her voice.

Nathan glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. “You want me to visit you more often?”

“If you like, I can add color to the bed.” Kadria waved a hand at the bed, while refusing to answer his question directly.

Nathan expected something to happen. Maybe for the bed to burst into bright colors, or another bed to melt into existence. Nothing of the sort happened, and Nathan realized that Kadria had simply gestured in its direction.

“Why do you think that matters to me?” Nathan asked.

“You humans tend to like having a better atmosphere for this sort of thing.” Kadria placed a hand in front of her mouth and moved it back and forth in an obscene gesture.

Nathan rolled his eyes. So that’s what she was interested in.

“If you’re thirsty, then I suppose I can make some time for you. Later.”

Kadria grinned and clapped. “Fantastic. Oh, before I forget: remember that the twins will visit you sometime soonish.”

Nathan paused as he walked toward the door. “The twins?”

Who were the twins? The name suddenly clicked.

“You mean those messengers you warned me about?” he asked, turning to face Kadria again.

Kadria threw herself onto her bed, her hands wandering over her body in a blatant attempt to tempt Nathan into staying. “That’s right. They’ve been asking me about you.”

What?

It took every ounce of Nathan’s will not to leap over and grab Kadria by the shoulders. “They know about our connection?”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “Of course not. But they know that I’m here. Think of it like when you ask a Bastion about another Messenger. They’re asking advice from a colleague. After all, they have an interest in you. Or maybe more like a crush? They want to look their best when they first meet you. First impressions are rather important. They don’t want to ruin that first date with you.” Kadria giggled.

Nathan ran a hand over his face. He had forgotten about those Messengers. Another headache for him to deal with while he handled the Federation.

He slipped out of the door and into his office. Nobody was in here. Not that it mattered. For whatever reason, no one seemed to comment on his absence while he was in the void room or where he came from. Kadria’s magic somehow prevented others from even noticing her mere existence.

Night had fallen while Nathan had spoken with Kadria. He gazed out at the lamps that lined the battlements. The trees stood bare in the cold, dark night beyond the fortress.

He resolved himself. He didn’t know what would come. War was certain, but little else.

What Nathan knew was that he would do anything to get back his former lovers. Narime was the closest that he knew of.

No matter the cost, he planned to get her back. Even if it meant he had to destroy the Federation.

END OF BOOK 1


Heretic Spellblade 2





[image: ]


Chapter 1




Avast hellscape lay before Nathan. It split into two separate valleys only a stone’s throw from where he stood. The sky glowed a hazy red, and purple light shined from within the many cracks that stretched across the volcanic wasteland.

Other than Nathan, only two other people were present—both women. The three of them stood on a wooden palisade at the far end of the valley. Behind them, a solid stone wall rose into the clouds. A double door gate was the only visible exit from this strange world, and it remained closed for now.

“It wasn’t like this when I patrolled last night,” one of the women said. Her name was Sen, and she hid her lithe, toned frame beneath a red cloak. Her brown hair held streaks of white, but her vivid red eyes were what drew most people’s attention.

“So, it split into two overnight,” Nathan said.

Sen winced and looked away. “When you put it that way…”

“That’s not what I meant,” Nathan said. “We’re standing in a demonic portal. Anybody who says they understand how these worlds work is lying. They can change in an instant. This portal has been growing since we repelled the invasion in summer. Now the valley has split. That’s important.”

Demonic portals dotted the world of Doumahr. They were a fact of life, and so were the demonic invasions they regularly caused.

Nathan was a Bastion. That meant his job was to keep the portals under control. Both women here were his Champions—powerful warriors empowered with his magic that served him and helped him defeat the demons. As far as most people were concerned, Bastions like Nathan knew everything about the portals and how to stop the demons.

Reality was a touch more complicated.

“I don’t remember being taught anything about portals changing shape,” the other woman said. She was Jafeila, better known as Fei. A bushy black cat’s tail swished back and forth behind her, and a pair of cat ears twitched on her head. She wore the black and silver uniform of a Champion of the Anfang Empire, including a gleaming black breastplate.

In Fei’s case, her breastplate lived up to its name. No amount of steel plate could hide her massive chest. Her figure was the opposite of Sen’s in many ways, with curves where Sen was lithe.

“Nobody taught you anything because portals usually don’t change shape,” Nathan said.

That was the problem.

The world of a demonic portal was normally composed of two sections: the valley and the clearing. The clearing was a large open space where the rift to the demonic dimension opened during an invasion. The valley was the long descent to that clearing, with the exit to the world of Doumahr at the other end. Steep cliffs lined the sides of the world, preventing escape through any other means.

In the simplest terms, Nathan’s job was to stop the demons from getting from one end to the other. Months ago, he had done exactly that and stopped a demonic invasion. The wall he stood on was a remnant of that defense.

But now the portal had changed into a different shape. It had two valleys, each of which connected to the clearing and to the exit to Doumahr.

On the face of it, nothing had changed. The valleys came together far enough from the exit that Nathan could still defend a single location if he chose to. But the fact that there were two valleys was disquieting.

“You haven’t seen this before, have you?” Sen asked quietly, trying to prevent Fei from hearing.

From the way Fei’s ears pricked up, it was a futile effort. Fei was a cat beastkin and had excellent hearing among her other enhanced physical traits.

“I haven’t,” Nathan admitted, running a hand through his unkempt black hair. He hadn’t cleaned up properly this morning, as Fei had dragged him out of bed in a rush after her morning patrol.

The admission that he didn’t know what was happening was more significant than it sounded. Most Bastions oversaw only one or two portals and never saw anything significant in their lives. Furthermore, Nathan had only officially become a Bastion less than a year ago. His real-world experience was low.

On paper.

Because Nathan was arguably one of the most experienced Bastions on Doumahr right now. He had seen the collapse of nearly every nation on the continent. Battled demons across almost every climate and in every situation. He had fought and defeated monsters who had slain legendary Bastions and Champions.

Then Nathan had been defeated himself, only to be given the chance to go back in time and prevent the destruction of Doumahr. He had seen a timeline that nobody else knew about. That also meant he knew a lot more than he technically should.

Sen knew the truth about Nathan’s past. Her personality had been carried over from Nathan’s timeline.

But Fei didn’t know the truth. Hence why Sen tried to exclude the beastkin from the conversation.

Fei continued to lean against the wooden spikes of the palisade. Her eyes were fixed on some point in the distance, but she remained alert. Sen glared at her fellow Champion. It became evident that Fei wasn’t going anywhere.

“This is bad,” Nathan admitted, giving up on the idea of keeping Fei out of the loop. She was his Champion as well, so it didn’t hurt for her to know what was coming.

“How bad?” Sen asked.

“I think a Messenger is coming.”

“What?” Sen blurted out.

“What’s a Messenger?” Fei asked, turning her head toward the two of them.

Pretending that they both asked the same question, Nathan explained, “Messengers are demonic generals. They are tremendously powerful and control magic that is only partially understood. Where we use magic that uses the natural elements such as fire and wind, they can manipulate space, time, and even the currents of magic.”

“Time…” Fei mumbled. She shook her head and asked, “How come I haven’t learned anything about this? The academy taught me about different types of demons, but I never learned about their generals.”

Sen remained silent. She already knew about Messengers, after all.

“Because the idea of demons as powerful as Bastions terrifies people,” Nathan said. “More powerful, even. They’re the stuff of myth and legend. The worst of them are monsters capable of defeating trigem Champions or destroying entire countries. At least one appeared when the Kurai Peninsula fell. By all accounts, they have the same power over demonic portals that Bastions have over binding stones.”

Or at least, that’s what Nathan had believed. Recent occurrences made him doubt that wisdom.

“That’s why nobody talks about Kurai,” Sen muttered.

“Pretty much. It’s easier to pretend that Kurai was corrupt and incompetent than admit that something more powerful invaded them than we’re prepared for,” Nathan said.

He looked out at the wasteland around him. The split valleys brought back memories he preferred not to dwell on. Memories of the last time he saw a demonic portal do things he had never seen before.

His life had been turned upside down on that night. A Messenger had emerged from a portal and destroyed his life’s work, killed everybody he loved, and brought him back here.

Nathan wasn’t about to let history repeat itself. This new Messenger wasn’t going to defeat him.

The three of them left the portal, exiting through the gate in the stone wall behind them. They found themselves in the great hall of Gharrick Pass, Nathan’s main fortress.

Gray limestone walls surrounded them, broken up by gleaming statues, vivid rugs, and elaborate tapestries. The keep was lavishly decorated, and the upper level of the hall contained enough precious metals in its decorations to buy a whole other keep. Snow piled up against the windows, and ice coated the exterior of the glass.

Not all the statues were inanimate, however. Beside the gate he had walked through were two imposing knights that turned to face him. Each stood nearly three meters tall and wielded halberds the size of a draft horse. There was nothing but air inside their armor, but the knights moved and glared at Nathan regardless.

A moment later, they decided that he, Fei, and Sen weren’t a threat and became still once again.

These knights were some of Nathan’s summons. He animated them using his magical power as a Bastion, and they served as some of his most powerful warriors. Their armor was over an inch thick and imbued with magic. Even demons would struggle to harm them, and a single return blow could cleave through a dozen monsters in return.

It was this same power that let Nathan decorate Gharrick Pass with so much wealth. He could create whatever metals he wanted using magic.

Although he had to be careful about selling too much of his “fake” gold and other creations, Nathan also used this power to keep his finances afloat. As did most Bastions. Nasty letters tended to flow from nobles if a Bastion crashed the precious metal market by selling too much, however. Nathan even knew of one Bastion in his timeline that was executed for selling reproductions of extremely rare artwork.

Only a couple of people wandered around the hall at this early hour. The lamps were still on, lit by magic, and no light streamed in through the windows. One of those present was a young wolfgirl who saluted Nathan from a distance, her tail wagging violently. She wore the uniform of Fei’s knights, and she was one of the beastkin he was training to be an elite warrior.

He saluted back. Moments later, the wolfgirl’s eyes widened, and she turned away to resume her patrol. Nathan spotted Fei making shooing motions and gave her a look.

“She can flirt with you when I think she’s good enough,” Fei said with a pout.

“Since when has a salute counted as flirting?” Nathan asked.

“Since she wagged her tail like a dog about to receive a treat.”

Nathan left out the fact that the wolfgirl was a dog, in a way. Beastkin weren’t just humans with animal ears and tails, but also shared animalistic traits. Wolf beastkin were highly social animals and showed their emotions as openly as actual dogs.

Besides, Fei wasn’t much better. Nathan ruffled her hair and her tail wagged back and forth in response. A moment later, she squawked and jumped away. Her eyes darted around the hall, looking for anybody watching them. She relaxed once she confirmed that nobody had seen them.

Sen rolled her eyes at their antics. “So, what are we doing about this Messenger?”

“For one thing, we’re not talking about it in the open.” Nathan glared at Sen, who winced. “Otherwise, we have time to build up our response. It’s winter, so we don’t need to worry about war with the Federation. That means I can focus all my power on reinforcing the portal.”

“Are we sure the Federation won’t attack during winter? It’s not that far from their borders, and we can’t easily cross the Gharrick Mountains,” Sen said.

This was Nathan’s other responsibility as Bastion. With the power at his disposal, he didn’t merely fight off demons. He fought other nations.

Until last summer, this fortress had marked the eastern border of the Anfang Empire, which Nathan served. The Gharrick Mountains separated the Anfang Empire from the Amica Federation, and Gharrick Pass was the southern-most land route through the mountains.

While the Empire had been distracted, the Federation had invaded. Nathan fought them off and counterattacked. The result had been that he seized a significant portion of Federation territory on the eastern side of the mountain range. Part of that had included Fort Taubrum, a Federation fortress.

“The pass may be snowed in, but the Federation suspects that we have a way to cross anyway. We proved that when they attacked Vera’s tower,” Nathan said. “Besides, winter is hell on logistics at the best of times. There’s no food to forage, no crops being grown that armies can pillage, and many villages will be running lean over winter. That means you need to supply everything yourself when attacking.”

Nathan continued, “Even if the Federation is willing to do that, winter is still awful. Snow makes travel slower. Wagons get stuck. Animals become vulnerable to freezing weather, and a caravan of draft animals can be worth more than the supplies. And if it rains, everything grinds to a halt.”

“So, they’d be stupid to attack,” Sen said.

“Nobody starts a campaign in winter. Even continuing one over winter is difficult. We’re learning that up north.” Nathan shook his head. The Empire was bogged down in a war with its northern neighbor, Trafaumh, which had carried on into winter.

“So, we’re spending the next couple of months preparing for the demons?” Fei asked.

“No, we’re preparing for both war with the Federation and a demonic invasion,” Nathan corrected. “Once winter ends, we need to be ready for both. But right now, we can focus everything on the demons. Which means I can use the reserves in my binding stones.”

Both women nodded at Nathan. The sapphire implanted in Fei’s collarbone glimmered in the light of the hall.

Nathan was a Bastion, and the heart of a Bastion’s power was their binding stone. Or stones, in Nathan’s case. He had captured a second when he had counterattacked the Federation.

Reaching into his mind, Nathan found a monolithic entity lurking in the back of it. When he got close to it, it expanded out into a complex web of magical connections. Two nodes of magic stood out from the rest and tethers linked them together in Nathan’s mental world.

Compared to Nathan’s magical presence, each of these nodes eclipsed him by several orders of magnitude. These were binding stones, and each possessed magical power capable of altering reality.

A glowing orb of stone hovered in the basement of Gharrick Pass and represented the physical presence of the binding stone. But Nathan had bound the binding stone to his mind and could access its power at any time and from any place. The catch was that the farther away from a binding stone he was, the weaker the power became.

Nobody knew how the binding stones had been created or what they did. But Nathan had been trained to control them, using techniques passed down from Bastions over millennia. Supposedly, the Watcher Omria, the goddess of the world, had taught the first Bastions how to claim and use the binding stones.

Nathan tapped into his binding stones and confirmed that they had a substantial reserve. Neither was close to full yet, but he hadn’t used either one for some time. Both of his fortresses had magical generators that powered them, and those ran directly off the leylines rather than the binding stones. Although Nathan used the binding stones as a backup, should the leylines ever become unstable.

Technically, the leylines connected to the binding stones, but the power drain was miniscule. Every time Nathan cast a spell using the binding stone, he used enough energy to power the keep for a year. Altering the fabric of reality was horrendously inefficient.

Returning to the real world, Nathan saw that no time had passed. While he was in his mental world, the binding stone slowed the passage of time. It often enabled him to strategize or think through plans that otherwise required more time than he had.

“I’ll use the binding stones to upgrade the defenses of the portal,” Nathan said. “Although I don’t know if we’ll only defend the gate, or each valley separately. Splitting our forces may be dangerous, but it’s possible that allowing the enemy to combine their strength may be more dangerous.”

Although he wasn’t admitting it to the girls, Nathan knew a little more about the threat than he let on. There was somebody he needed to meet with to confirm his theory, however.

Sen nodded, although she gave him a suspicious look. “I’ll contact Fort Taubrum and have them check if anything is wrong with their portal. Fei—”

“I’ll increase the intensity of the training for the knights,” Fei chirped, pointedly ignoring Sen. “Maybe I can get some new recruits, too. You can make more enchanted weapons if we find more knight candidates, right?”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “I won’t say no to more qualified knights. But fighting demons is difficult. Any beastkin who isn’t strong enough to handle it will die. There’s a reason I’ve kept the numbers small.”

“I have a different question,” Sen said, once she realized Fei was ignoring her. “This is happening a lot faster than I expected. We’ve been here for less than a year. Why so quickly? Why here?”

Sen surely knew at least part of the answer to that. But to Nathan, it was Fei’s reaction that interested him the most. No surprise appeared on her face. Instead, she glanced between Nathan and Sen with a look of faint curiosity, as if wondering if she would hear an answer at all.

“Leopold did tell us that suppressing the last invasion so easily would have consequences,” Nathan said. “And that invasion wasn’t brought about by natural means in the first place. Things are awry.”

Awry didn’t even begin to cover it. Nathan had to visit a special somebody to gain some answers. Sen and Fei might not be happy with his explanation, but it would suffice.

After all, Nathan was about to battle a Messenger he knew nothing about. His knowledge of his original timeline couldn’t help him, and he had far fewer resources and Champions than when he had fought Messengers in his own timeline.


Chapter 2




At the back of Nathan’s office was a pitch-black door. He didn’t know what it was made of, or how it was built. He didn’t even know how it had appeared there.

What he did know was that it didn’t reside on this plane of existence. Nobody other than him could see it, and everybody else saw and felt a solid wall in its place. If he drove a nail into the wall, dust puffed out from midair. His binding stone told him that the door wasn’t even there.

He pushed the door open and stepped into the white void that appeared beyond it. When the blinding light faded from his eyes, he found himself in a strange black space. A room and furniture were marked out around him in white outlines, but almost none of it held color or substance. Nathan felt as though he had stepped into a picture book that somebody had barely started drawing.

A bed, a table, and a pair of chairs were the only items that appeared real to Nathan’s eyes. They had color and texture.

There was also a scantily clad woman reading a book on top of the bed, but Nathan pretended not to notice her. She dropped her book and focused her attention on him.

The room had changed in the week since he had last been here. He felt a chill as he realized that the shift in the portal was likely related to the change here.

For the past year, he had been denying the slow changes to this void room. What happened in here didn’t affect him, and the introduction of color made his increasingly regular visits less unsettling, so wasn’t that good?

But he couldn’t help but think that every change that occurred here related to either the demonic portals or the binding stones.

When he had last been here, this place had appeared to be a large bedroom with an attached bathroom. But now it had countertops and strange objects lining one wall. It was hard for him to tell, given they were only outlines, but they reminded him of the magical appliances in modern kitchens. The kettles and stovetops were normally powered using enchantments.

“You like my new kitchen, I take it?” the woman asked.

Curiosity overwhelmed Nathan’s desire to annoy her, and he answered her, “So it is a kitchen.”

“What else would it be?”

“I don’t know. I looked in your bathroom the other week and genuinely wondered whether I had fallen into another dimension,” Nathan said.

“Yes, well, I find the technology of your world a little quaint,” she said. “And by quaint, I mean that it’s frankly bizarre. The anachronisms hurt my modern sensibilities.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. As with many conversations he had with her, they became confusing quickly.

This delightful woman was Kadria. The four curly horns rising from her skull gave away her inhumanity. She was a Messenger. The same Messenger who defeated him in his timeline and given him a second chance.

He still didn’t know what her angle was. He especially didn’t know why she insisted on wearing so little clothing. The black cloth covering her chest and bottom barely qualified as underwear, and the only other things she wore were a number of platinum hoops and bangles on her thighs, hips, and arms. Her black hair had grown out since he first met her, and she now tied it back in a short ponytail.

What hadn’t changed was her bronzed skin, and the sheer amount of it she showed along with her lithe figure always drew his eye.

Kadria smirked at him and ran a finger along a bare thigh. “My, you haven’t even had breakfast yet and you’re already looking for an excuse to exercise?”

He glared at her. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“I figured. You usually visit in the afternoon, when your Champions are all too busy to keep you company,” Kadria said. “Normally you have one at night, one in the morning, and can often squeeze some time in over lunch. But when they all wander off to their duties, you feel lonely and want some female companionship.”

“By your explanation, I sleep with three women a day, so I don’t think I need any more female companionship,” Nathan said drily.

“Oh, but I give you something they don’t.” Kadria moved her hand in front of her mouth in an obscene motion, and Nathan’s body reacted despite himself. She giggled, her eyes drawing lower on his body.

He sighed and tried to ignore her provocations. It was too early in the morning to waste his stamina on her.

Pulling up a seat, he plopped himself down at the table. She pouted in response but scrambled off the bed and into the opposite chair. A pair of mugs appeared on top of it, along with a thick slice of cake. Naturally, only Kadria ate cake.

“You usually share the sweets,” Nathan said.

“You’ll spoil your breakfast. I know you haven’t eaten yet,” she replied.

He idly wondered how she knew what he was always up to.

The mugs filled with coffee from the bottom up. The brew had a strong smell to it and was unlike anything he had ever drunk outside this room. Kadria had absolute power over this space and could create food and drink at will. Nathan lacked that power, as did any Bastion.

“This is normal coffee, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Have I ever given you anything strange?” she replied, batting her eyes at him innocently.

“I’m pretty sure you gave me coffee with horseradish in it last week.”

“Wasabi, actually.”

“The green plant from the Kurai Peninsula?” Nathan asked, surprised to hear the name.

“Oh, you call it the same thing here?” Kadria looked surprised. She muttered under her breath, “Or maybe it’s a translation thing.”

“I can’t imagine why you would add that to coffee,” Nathan said.

“Because seeing your face was funny?” Kadria giggled. “Even the memory makes me laugh. But no, this is normal coffee. Just, you know, better than what you drink.”

The two of them drank in silence for close to a minute. Nathan dwelled on the mysteries of the demon opposite him. He didn’t know what thoughts ran through Kadria’s head.

No, that was a lie. He had some idea, given her foot was crawling up his leg.

“The portal has split into two valleys,” Nathan said eventually.

“I suppose the Twins are getting ready to invade,” Kadria responded idly.

“So, they are behind this.”

“I already told you to be ready for them,” Kadria said. “And who else could modify the structure of a portal so drastically? I doubt this will be a full-fledged incursion. They’re fairly powerful Messengers, and this world isn’t ready to summon two at once, but they seem rather impatient.”

“Why are they showing their hand so readily?” Nathan asked. “Most Messengers wait until the last moments before they attempt to invade. You gave me less than twenty-four hours to react.”

“Because they’re not here to ransack and pillage the world. They’re here to play.” Kadria pointed a finger at him. “Play with you, to be specific. You were an idiot when you stopped the last invasion and caught their eye. Now they want to take you out on a date, see a movie, maybe steal a kiss.”

“I have no idea what you’re saying,” Nathan said. What the hell was a movie?

Kadria rolled her eyes. “They’re going to have some fun with you, blow things up, and see if you’re interesting enough to keep pursuing. I told you before that each Messenger has their own objective. They’re not the ‘take over the world’ type, more the ‘collect their playmates’ type. I think.”

“You think?” Nathan asked.

“I mean, I only talk to them. I don’t live in their head. If I’m wrong and they try to blow your head off instead of blowing another part of your body, don’t blame me.” Kadria grinned lewdly.

Nathan settled down as her words sank in. His coffee had cooled down, but it tasted great all the same.

Eventually, he said, “That makes them sound a lot less dangerous than I expected. Which improves my confidence.”

“Oh. That’s not the reaction you should have. They’re still plenty dangerous,” Kadria said, eyes wide.

“You just told me that they’re not here to blow my head off. Probably.”

“Sure. But that doesn’t mean they’re not going to blow other heads off. You have a bunch of Champions whose heads I suspect you’d prefer to be attached to their bodies. Unless you have an interest in things that are a little too much even for me.” Kadria raised an eyebrow. “You don’t, do you?”

“No.” He glared at her.

“Good. Also, we have something of a working partnership going here. We’re trying to prevent this world from turning into a wasteland overrun by demons. It’s rather hard for me to help you accomplish that if another Messenger turns you into their plaything. So, try not to lose,” Kadria added.

“And there’s the catch,” Nathan muttered. “You’re not going to help me deal with them at all, are you?”

“In battle? Absolutely not. If our relationship is uncovered, everything will fall apart.” Kadria grimaced. “But I can tell you that you don’t want to fight them together. And that I’m doubtful they’ll attack any time soon.”

Don’t fight them together. Nathan noted that mentally.

He would need to erect defenses in each valley then. Presumably, something bad would happen if the Twins both reached the far end.

Then he blinked, taking in Kadria’s final comment.

“Why not?” he asked. “The sooner they attack, the less prepared I am.”

“Because, as I said earlier, this world isn’t ready for two Messengers yet. By all rights, they shouldn’t even be able to appear. It’s odd that they’re able to make a visible appearance.” Kadria bit her lip.

Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “This has to do with the war, doesn’t it?”

“Mmm. I had hoped that by bringing you here I would push this world onto a new path—one free from interference—but that doesn’t seem to have happened. Not yet.” Kadria sighed. “Your world collapsed under similar circumstances. A Messenger broke in during a war between the Federation and the Empire and ruined everything. It happens a lot.”

“This is about those predetermined events you mentioned. I don’t really believe in the idea that the future is predictable,” Nathan said.

Kadria smiled faintly. “Luckily for you, it’s not. At least, not fully.”

“You can control time,” Nathan said incredulously. “How can any future be predetermined if that’s possible?”

“Let’s just say that your understanding of time and the way it works in practice are very far apart. Trust me, because I’m the interdimensional invader whose entire existence relies on knowing how this works,” Kadria said.

“That doesn’t inspire much trust.”

“Hush, you,” Kadria said. Then she smirked. “In any case, you shouldn’t be so worried about this situation. Being at war with the Federation is good for you, isn’t it? After all, isn’t there a certain someone that you desperately want to join you?”


Chapter 3


Narime



The meeting room filled up suspiciously quickly. Narime raised an eyebrow and looked at the Champions standing beside her. Most shrugged in response, but Lucia ignored her. The young Champion seemed nervous and kept glancing around. Her black pigtails flicked about with each of her movements.

Lucia’s presence was strange in and of itself. Normally, her place in this meeting would be taken by a different Champion by the name of Seraph.

With no answers forthcoming, Narime contented herself to wait. She was a mystic fox and had a few centuries under her belt. Waiting a few minutes, or even a few hours, to find out the answer to this particular mystery was nothing new.

She drew her six silver tails close to her body and made herself as comfortable as possible. Her dress today was a simple dark blue one with long thigh slits, and it hugged her busty figure closely. A pair of sapphires resided in her collarbone, but she had covered them with a piece of black cloth wrapped around her neck. Her silver fox ears twitched as she glanced around her.

The meeting room was massive, ornate, and ostentatious. A dozen oaken chairs surrounded a table large enough that an entire marching band could walk down it. Each chair was plated in solid gold, and the table itself was rimmed in platinum. Various crystalline statues of the goddess Omria lined the center of the table.

Chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling. Outside, past the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, was a rock garden in the style of Narime’s homeland. She knew them as zen gardens.

Narime doubted that the owner of this mansion had any idea of the origins of zen gardens. No doubt, he had liked the appearance of one and spent an obscene amount of money replicating it.

Although, given Narime’s homeland no longer existed, she wasn’t going to complain too loudly. Reminders of her homeland were few and far between these days.

Eventually, eleven of the twelve seats filled up. And the occupant of the twelfth seat dialed in using the wireless device that sat in the very center of the table.

Narime knew that something was very wrong.

She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen every regent in the Amica Federation attend a Regency Council. Normally, they used the wireless to communicate. They had an encrypted channel over which they could talk to one another. Face-to-face meetings were simply unnecessary. And even then, usually only five or six bothered to dial in while the rest ignored the meeting.

Yet today every single one attended, and almost all in person. Once again, Narime glanced at her side. The other Champions returned her look of concern. It seemed that no one else had any idea what was going on. Lucia continued to ignore her, however.

The Regency Council consisted of the most powerful people in the entire Federation. Each regent governed a province within the Federation, and that province corresponded to the territory they had ruled before their nation had joined the Federation. Ultimately, the Federation itself was a collection of smaller states who had banded together to oppose larger empires and kingdoms.

Narime represented her Bastion, and therefore the military that defended the Federation. She wasn’t here to vote or influence matters. At least not officially. Instead, she was here to offer advice on anything related to war and conflict. The same applied to the other Champions present.

Bastions could attend in person, but each Bastion defended huge tracts of the Federation. They were immensely powerful and important generals. As a Champion, Narime was a magical warrior who defended the Federation and represented her Bastion politically and militarily. An enormous gap in status stood between Narime and the regents.

All of this led to a simple question: if every regent was present, why had none of the Bastions been summoned in person, or at least over the wireless?

Before Narime’s thoughts went any further, one of the regents rose to his feet and started the meeting.

“I’m sure all of you know why we’re here today,” the regent said, his tone silky smooth. This man was High Lord Torneus. He was clean-shaven, but his closely cropped hair had long since turned white. Well into his sixties, he was one of the most powerful regents in the Federation. In fact, he was one of the founding regents of the Federation.

Despite his words, Narime wished she knew why she was here.

“Because you started a damn war, and now half of us are wondering where we’ll find the money to run our provinces,” Duke Ilmarn shouted and slammed his fist onto the table. The statues of Omria shook. Several fell over, but none smashed, thankfully.

Narime and the other Champions looked at each other in surprise. None of them had heard that they were at war. Again, Lucia ignored the other Champions.

That boded poorly. What had happened on the western borders? Lucia was a duogem Champion of a Bastion by the name of Theus. He oversaw the western provinces, which bordered the Anfang Empire.

The regents grumbled. Many of them glared at Torneus. A few glared at Ilmarn.

Ilmarn stood as high on the pecking order as Torneus. Both were founding members of the Federation. Both were wise, old men with considerable influence and wealth within the entire world of Doumahr. A political duel between the two men was not something to be taken lightly.

“Yes, we are here to discuss the war,” Torneus admitted. “Specifically, I have received an update from Emperor Gorthal. I assume that you are all interested?”

Narime closed her eyes. Gorthal was the Emperor of the Anfang Empire. This confirmed her fears. Somehow, the Federation had entered a war with one of the most powerful nations on Doumahr.

Openly grumbling now, the regents told Torneus to hurry up and stop with the theatrics.

“I will keep it brief then,” Torneus said. “Afterward, all of you will be able to see the correspondence from Emperor Gorthal.”

He cleared his throat, then continued, “Following their unjustified invasion across the Gharrick Mountains, the Empire has declared that Bastion Theus has committed heresy. Their demands are that we hand him over to undergo trial within the Empire, and that the war will continue until their demands are met. They have made no efforts to remove the forces they have placed within our territory and have increased the number of Champions located in Fort Taubrum.”

Everybody in the room stared at Torneus. Narime had a good idea why.

An accusation of heresy was unprecedented. It meant that the Empire was accusing the Federation of going against the will of Omria. Heresy by a Bastion was far graver still, as they were servants of Omria and protected nations from demons. If a Bastion committed heresy, it raised doubts about their ability to defend Doumahr.

Furthermore, Narime hadn’t even heard about this war to begin with. Or that the Empire had occupied Federation territory.

“Based on the contents of the correspondence, we believe that Emperor Gorthal has no intentions of returning the territory that they have wrongfully seized from the Federation,” Torneus continued. “Between their baseless accusation of heresy and their unjustified aggression, it is my recommendation that we amass an army and—”

“Now hold on a fucking second,” Ilmarn interrupted. “I may not have been involved in this nonsense to begin with, but you’re missing a few parts, Torneus. Unjustified? You invaded the Empire! You sent an army through Gharrick Pass, and now you’re screaming about how we should be shocked that the Empire struck back.” He scoffed.

“That is the Empire’s story, but we did no such thing,” Torneus said. He glared at Ilmarn.

“Save your breath.” Ilmarn rolled his eyes. “Many of us know that you’ve been building up an army on their borders all year. I may not trade in weapons, but I can spot food shipments months in advance. You’re not as stealthy or as smart as you believe you are, Torneus.”

The two regents glared daggers at each other. Eventually, another of the regents waved the conversation on.

“Fine, we’re at war with the Empire. Let’s move on,” Ilmarn said, rolling his eyes. A few of the regents grimaced but said nothing. “The problem is that they’re throwing heresy around. The hell are we doing about that?”

“Nothing, I imagine,” another regent said. This time, the speaker was Grand Meister Korvell. A balding man in his young forties, Korvell was extraordinarily wealthy and ran a city-state within the Federation. Narime found it curious that he appeared to be defending Torneus.

“Nothing?” Ilmarn asked.

“What are we supposed to do?” Korvell asked, looking at the other regents with a sarcastic grin on his face. “Hand over one of our best Bastions to the Empire and say ‘well, you got us’ and then move on? What if they keep fighting us? We’re at war, Ilmarn.”

“Don’t pretend that’s all it means,” Ilmarn said. “We have defense pacts with our neighbors. Neighbors who aren’t honoring those pacts because the Empire says we’re harboring heretics.”

“It’s part of their strategy,” Korvell said. “It demeans them to falsely accuse us of heresy, but we all knew the Empire would use every weapon against us in a war.”

The regents grumbled and glared at each other. Almost all of them glared at Korvell and Torneus. Minutes passed, and many objections were raised. They argued and bickered back and forth.

Ilmarn leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed. He had remained silent since he last spoke. His eyes set off into the distance. Another regent had also remained silent, and Narime knew this man much better. He was Duke Terrius, a wealthy merchant who ruled a coastal province.

“Are we going to debate all day?” Torneus asked, his tone exasperated. “Or do we plan to make a decision?”

“Is there any point to a Regency Council other than to debate over our decision?” Ilmarn asked. “We are all regents here, Torneus. We do not serve you.”

“There is no need to such pointless anger,” Torneus chided. He hid his smirk, his eyes curving in delight at Ilmarn’s growing fury.

Ilmarn threw his hands up into the air. “And there wouldn’t be a need for me to be angry if you hadn’t dragged us into this mess. You haven’t even described how you stuffed everything up to begin with. Why even invade the Empire?”

“As I said—” Torneus tried to say.

Another regent scoffed. “Do not waste your breath pretending that we did not attack first. Ilmarn is right. We attacked the Empire first. This is the Regency Council, not a public forum. Excuses merely insult us and yourself.”

Torneus grimaced, but without missing a beat, he said, “Very well. As I believe all of you are aware, we have been in debate with the Empire regarding the tariffs into their territory for some time.”

“You must be joking,” Ilmarn said. “You started a war with one of the most powerful nations in the world over trade taxes?”

“No. We started a war to ensure future profit for the entire Federation,” Torneus said, anger leaking into his voice for the first time since the meeting had started. “If the Empire reinstated tolls at Gharrick Pass, many provinces and merchant companies would be unable to meet their anticipated profit goals. Profit that we need to fund our Bastions and military.”

“Wonderful. I’ll be sure to tell everybody how easily they’ll meet their profit goals now that we’re at war with the Empire and nobody can trade with them at all,” Ilmarn said sarcastically. “They can use that profit as a down payment for the armies they’ll need to recruit to fight the Empire.”

“Sarcasm does not become you,” Torneus said coldly.

“And acting superior doesn’t take back the damage that you have done to the Federation with your stupid scheme,” Ilmarn said.

“Now, now.” Korvell raised his hands and leaned into the table. He looked between both regents with an open expression and a gentle smile. “As we argued about earlier, the fact is that we are at war. Shouldn’t we be focused on how to deal with that fact?”

The regents slowly nodded in agreement, although a couple looked at Ilmarn before they did so. For his part, Ilmarn remained motionless. His eyes flickered between Korvell and Torneus, as if he realized what was going on.

Watching from the side, Narime realized that the meeting had slipped beyond any point of argument. Something had shifted in the meeting, as the regents began to debate how to amass a military force with which to stop the Empire.

The other Champions looked at Narime in confusion. No doubt they wondered why none of them were being asked to contribute to the meeting. It was highly unusual for the regents to talk about military matters without involving the Bastions or their representatives.

Normally, Narime would step in anyway. But when she took a step forward, Duke Terrius shot her a look and shook his head. She took that as a warning and remained silent. Not all of the regents were trustworthy, but she knew Terrius well.

Ilmarn continued to ignore the other regents, and a couple of other regents joined him in his silence. Narime saw the growing division within the Regency Council. At her side, Lucia became calm. Attention had shifted away from the cause of this war, and that meant her Bastion had escaped punishment for now.

The meeting wrapped up shortly. At no point did the regents ask the Champions to provide any information or intelligence. To Narime, this seemed like a gross oversight. Or possibly a sign of something more dangerous.

Later that night, she traveled to the residence of the regent who warned her during the meeting. It was a small villa that sat atop a man-made hill within the city. A privacy wall built of black granite surrounded the building. Outside, lamps lined the generous walkway of the estate. Each villa occupied a substantial plot of land.

Every villa here was worth more money than most merchants handled in their lifetime. Just to enter the street, Narime had to show proof that she had a meeting with someone who lived here. Guards patrolled the streets in pairs and kept an eye out for any criminals.

A butler met Narime at the gate of the villa and escorted her to the front entrance. She spotted the runes glowing dully on the ground as she walked. Long familiar with this place, Narime knew that the servants could activate them at any time. They powered defenses hidden within the grounds of the villa.

Once inside, Narime was escorted to meet the regent. He sat at a table, doing some paperwork. Duke Terrius didn’t look up when they entered and continued to scribble away at the papers. He was noticeably balding, and his figure had long gone past pudgy. The expensive furs that cocooned his body were a reminder that winter had set in.

After a few minutes, Terrius looked up. He waved for Narime to sit down and handed his paperwork to the butler, who left the room.

“I’d say it’s good to see you, but this is not a great time for anyone to see each other,” Terrius said.

Narime nodded but remained silent. She watched as a pair of maids entered the room and placed down a tea set. They poured tea for both Terrius and Narime—carefully adding tea and sugar as desired by each person—and stood off to the side.

Both maids were beastkin. They had horse ears atop their head and long tails full of fine hair behind them. Beastkin came in many varieties, such as horses, cats, and wolves.

Duke Terrius had an entire household full of horse beastkin. His family had long maintained a clan of horses as servants, and his personal preferences were that they served him as maids and butlers.

In the Federation, the crucial difference between beastkin and mystic foxes such as Narime was simple. Mystic foxes were considered an independent race with all the rights of humans. Beastkin were not. While slavery was normally illegal, an exception remained in place for beastkin. This was standard across most of Doumahr, with the Empire being a notable exception that banned beastkin slaves.

Terrius waved away both beastkin maids, and they left the room. Several moments passed in silence after the door closed.

“I take it you have concerns over today’s meeting,” Terrius said.

“Concern doesn’t begin to cut it,” Narime said. “But few of the regents seemed to share my worries. Nobody even asked the Champions for input on military affairs, even though that’s why we’re there. Duke Ilmarn was the only one pushing back against Torneus, and he clearly gave up halfway through.”

“Ilmarn has power that few regents have. Most of us need to worry about retaliation if we stand up against Torneus. Although that’s less of worry now.” Terrius took a long drink from his cup of tea and ignored the look of confusion he received from Narime. “Tell me, how much do you know about what’s happened so far in the war against the Empire?”

“Almost nothing. Today was the first I heard of it,” Narime said.

“But you can hazard a guess, correct?” Terrius said. “We attacked the Empire, lost, and now we’re trying to deal with the aftermath. But some elements of that stick out like a sore thumb.”

Narime frowned. “I assume you are referring to Seraph’s absence.”

Seraph was a duogem Champion that had been assigned to assist Bastion Theus in the west. Like Narime, she hailed from the Kurai Peninsula. Unlike Narime, Seraph was human. But a duogem Champion held immense power no matter what race they were.

And Seraph had been a highly capable Champion. On top of that, she had been a highly efficient political operator and close to Torneus. Her absence had been curious and somewhat alarming.

“And what do you think that means?” Terrius asked.

“That either she’s very busy covering up Theus’s mistakes, or she’s dead,” Narime said. The possibility of the latter alarmed Narime greatly.

“Close, but not quite.” Terrius drained his cup and poured another. He took his time adding milk and sugar. “She defected to the Empire. Along with another Champion from the Kurai Peninsula, Sunstorm.”

Narime sat in silence for several long seconds, barely able to believe what she had just heard. “Defected?”

“That’s right. We don’t know the circumstances, but we know that both Seraph and Sunstorm are now fighting for the Empire. They’re under a new Bastion that the Empire has just recruited. A Nathan Straub.”

“Then why wasn’t that a major topic of today’s council meeting? This is the sort of thing that is of extremely high importance for the Bastions. In the end, we will be the ones to do the actual fighting.” Narime tried to keep her scowl off her face, as she knew that Terrius didn’t mean to insult her.

Narime had a long history with the Terrius family. If it weren’t for this man’s grandfather, Narime might not be here. The trading relationship that the Terrius family had built up with the Kurai Peninsula—and specifically with the mystic foxes of Narime’s tribe—had been crucial to escaping the Kurai Peninsula when demons overran it.

So, although Narime had many issues with the Federation, she did her best not to throw them in Terrius’s face. She owed him, and the Federation was slowly becoming a home. Not her true home, but a home.

“Two reasons,” Terrius said. “The first is one that I thought you would catch onto right away. Two Champions in the Kurai Peninsula have just joined the Empire.” He pointed a fat, stubby finger at Narime. “You are also a Champion from the Kurai Peninsula.”

Narime stared at Terrius. After a long moment of silence, she spluttered, “Are you joking? The Regency Council believes that I will defect to the Empire, with no basis whatsoever?”

“I wouldn’t say no basis.” Terrius raised a hand to stop her from continuing. “Losing two of his favored Champions rattled Torneus. Everything he planned fell apart when he attacked the Empire, and he doesn’t know why. That’s an unusual situation for that old bastard. So he’s trying to draw patterns. Make connections where there may not be connections. An obvious one is that you, Seraph, and Sunstorm all come from the Kurai Peninsula.”

Narime rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s allow Torneus’s delusions, and the rest of the Regency Council their unwillingness to challenge him. What is the other reason no one would raise the topic of this new Bastion?”

“Because every time you talk about him, Torneus gets the shits.” Terrius chuckled into his cup.

“I thought you were joking earlier, but now you really must be joking.” After several moments, Narime realized that Terrius was not joking. “By Omria, you aren’t. So, we can’t talk about a major threat to the Federation because Torneus is upset that he lost to him?”

“More or less. Fortunately, I’m good friends with old George. His spies provided information on this Bastion. Apparently, Torneus was the one who ignored Nathan after receiving this information,” Terrius explained.

George was another regent, formally known as King George II. He governed a province in the south-west of the Federation. Evidently, he had been involved in this foolhardy war against the Empire.

“And I assume we have no idea why Torneus felt that Nathan Straub was so weak,” Narime said.

“Of course not. But we do know that his assessment was horribly wrong. Nathan’s defeated the Federation in three separate battles, converted two of our Champions, and captured a large portion of our territory. On top of that, he levied the accusation of heresy against us. As a result, our allies have abandoned us.” Terrius drained his cup again and glared off to the side.

“Of course, they have,” Narime said. “No nation would accuse another of heresy so lightly. And especially not the Empire, who cling to their status as Omria’s chosen country. Korvell is spouting nonsense. Whatever Torneus and Theus did, it was highly questionable.”

“And that is the problem we find ourselves with.” Terrius sighed. “We know about the Empire. We know about Torneus. And on both fronts, things look questionable. We attacked first, which is the main reason that both of our allies will not intervene. Even if the heresy accusation goes nowhere. The dark elves in the Aurelian Spires don’t want to give the Empire a reason to invade them. While the fairies in the Republic of Arcadia are looking for any excuse to weasel out of an agreement.”

A difficult situation. The entire reason that the Federation had signed defense pacts with its neighboring nations had been to protect itself against the rising aggression of the Empire. Now Torneus had ruined the best laid plans to defend the Federation. The Empire had managed to find a way to expand its territory without angering other countries.

“How do things look questionable in the Empire?” Narime asked. “Beyond the fact that they’re the Empire.”

“I told you, George gave me his information on this new Bastion. Perhaps you know of him from his last name,” Terrius said.

Narime blinked, then focused on the name. “It can’t be. You mean he’s related to Bastion Tharban von Straub? The Crimson Warhound?”

Terrius nodded. “I don’t know the specifics, but Nathan is Tharban’s son. And appears to be as terrifying a Bastion as his father is, given his string of victories.”

“Fantastic. So the Empire has sent an imperialist dog to tear us apart.” Narime shook her head, a grimace spreading across her face.

“We don’t know if he shares the same political views as his father,” Terrius admitted. “But it’s a bad look for the Empire. Our greatest fear has been an invasion led by Tharban’s Nationalists. Now his son has broken down our door.”

“Given I’m suspected of being about to betray the Federation, what do we do?” Narime asked.

“We still have time.” As if to signify this, Terrius poured two more cups of tea. “It’s winter, and only an idiot would continue a war in the shadow of the Gharrick Mountains at this time of year. Despite Torneus’s proclamation, we have time to negotiate. I doubt the Empire wants to fight a two-front war.”

“Of course,” Narime said. “I forgot that the Empire has just started the war again with Trafaumh to the north.”

The pair of them talked long into the night, and Narime gathered what information she could about what happened during the conflict between the Empire in the Federation. She still had large gaps in her knowledge, as Torneus knew little about the battles. Even George had been unwilling to tell his friend much about them.

But as Terrius suggested, Narime had time. Time to force her way into any negotiations and establish the truth of any heresy that might or might not have happened.

She wasn’t about to allow her home to be destroyed.


Chapter 4




The weeks rolled on, and winter showed no signs of thawing. This year proved to be a particularly cold winter. Snow piled up on the walls of Gharrick Pass and Fei trained her knights by having them routinely clear out the snowfall that built up overnight in the courtyards.

For Nathan, that meant he found few excuses to avoid his paperwork. Now, he managed two fortresses and the military of an entire county, Nathan often found his desk inundated with paperwork. His administrator, Kuda, handled a lot of the financial issues, but the military side of things was all on him.

The growing tensions between the Empire and the Federation meant that nobody wanted to be responsible for a mistake that allowed an invasion to take place. Technically, Nathan had a subordinate in Fort Taubrum who should handle most of this. And she did, but she was also very good at managing upward.

Which was code for dumping everything that she didn’t want to handle on him.

So, Nathan found himself stuck in his office most days. Sometimes snow drifted past the window, at least on the days that he could see out of it. The rest of the time, he was largely alone from morning to dusk. One of his Champions would pay him a visit around lunchtime. If they didn’t, usually one of his beastkin knights would steal the opportunity to talk to him.

Supposedly, there was a war on. Two, in fact. Nathan felt that the world had frozen in time.

It wasn’t a new feeling for him. He had seen campaigns and wars grind into nothing due to the frozen chill of the changing seasons. As a Bastion, the calm was an illusion. Demons didn’t care about the weather, and a glacial January could produce a nation-threatening disaster overnight.

A buzzing noise emanated from a corner of the room. Dropping his pen, Nathan rose and wandered over to the strange machine spitting out beeps. It was part of the castle’s long-range wireless system, which he had installed recently.

He pressed a button on the side, and the beeping transitioned into a low whine. A few moments later, a voice echoed in the room.

“—hate waiting for this thing to connect. I don’t even know if it’s working,” a female voice mumbled. “Kuda used to play with these buttons, but I don’t know what they even do.” An unladylike noise came over the wireless, presumably her growling.

“Hello, Anna,” Nathan said.

There was a long pause. “How long have you been listening?” Anna asked.

“Long enough to know that you probably shouldn’t call anybody important using the wireless.”

“You’re an ass, you know that.” Anna grumbled inaudibly, the whining of the wireless overwhelming her complaints. “And are you admitting that you’re not important?”

“Given you just returned from the Imperial Diet, I’d say I’m not. I don’t run the Empire,” Nathan replied, referring to the ruling body of nobles that supposedly governed things.

“Run the Empire? Hah. If the Diet ran the Empire, I’d have been collared as a child and would be working as a maid for Falmir or the Federation,” Anna said, her voice pure acid. “Those old buffoons can barely run their own territory.”

“I take it your trip to the capital wasn’t productive,” Nathan said.

“Things happened. Not much, but enough. I don’t trust the wireless enough to talk about it over this line, even with encryption. Jump in a carriage and keep me company while I bitch,” Anna said.

Nathan chuckled. “Shouldn’t you be visiting me? I have the big castle.”

“I’ve been away from home for weeks now.” Anna’s tone brooked no compromise. “I’m sleeping in my own bed. Lounging on my own sofas. Drinking my fancy tea. And being served by maids who I don’t suspect may stab me if I turn my back on them for too long.”

“That bad, huh?” Nathan asked. He shook his head. He’d had an inkling that tensions were high in the capital, but this sounded worse than he feared.

“Nobody actually tried to kill me, although your father spent more time glaring at me than I think I’ve collectively been glared at in the rest of my life.” Anna paused, and Nathan suspected she was choosing her words carefully. “He doesn’t think much of you, does he?”

“If he didn’t think much of me, he wouldn’t be so upset with you,” Nathan said. “It’s more accurate to say that he hates me and everything I stand for.”

“Fair point. I’ll see you tonight?” Anna’s tone lifted, and Nathan knew that refusing would hurt her.

“I’ll summon Seraph and hop in a carriage once she arrives.”

“Good.”

Nathan closed the connection, then opened a new one to Fort Taubrum. One of Seraph’s aides answered, and he passed on his request for her to join him at Gharrick Pass. She could use the gateway between the two fortresses to teleport across within minutes.

Afterward, he leaned out of his office door and ordered one of the beastkin standing guard to ready a horseless carriage.

Then he returned to his paperwork, but his mind was elsewhere.

Nathan’s father wasn’t his true father. At least, not in his memories.

When he had been sent back in time, Nathan had taken over the life of a different man. Nathan was born “Nathan Martel” and had replaced a man called “Nathan Straub.” But it wasn’t just the name that matched between this timeline and the last.

Nathan’s father had been a Bastion in his timeline, and somehow his new father was also a Bastion. Both fathers wanted little to do with their son, although for radically different reasons. Both were politically active. Both had deep-seated issues with non-humans.

And Nathan had become a sort of “wunderkind Bastion” in both timelines. He found it strange how history seemed to be repeating itself, even as he took over somebody else’s future.

A knock sounded at the door, and Nathan realized he had lost himself in thought. He looked up and saw a gorgeous woman slip inside his office. She wore a black and crimson dress that hugged her figure—she referred to it as a cheongsam, and it was a normal garment in her homeland. Slits were cut high into the sides of the dress, revealing plenty of olive skin. Her black hair hung freely down to her waist and shimmered in the light of the room as she approached Nathan.

“One day you’re going to spend too long staring at a woman’s assets, and they’re going to stab you while you’re sizing up their breasts,” the woman said. She slipped on top of Nathan’s desk.

“It hasn’t happened yet,” Nathan said. “And I wasn’t looking at your chest.” It was modest, and her dress greatly accentuated its appearance.

A pair of jade gems sat in her collarbone. They were the mark of her power. Seraph was Nathan’s only duogem Champion, and she held an important position in his hierarchy as a result.

Also, she was far more experienced than his other Champions. Fei and Sen were both young and newly recruited, and his other Champion, Sunstorm, lacked talent and interest in anything that didn’t involve stabbing things or cutting off heads.

If Nathan’s brain melted overnight and he became incapable of doing anything except fighting, Seraph could run things well enough that he doubted anybody would notice his absence. In fact, they’d probably be impressed at how much smoother things ran without Nathan procrastinating on his paperwork.

“You should,” Seraph said. “It’s rather easy to hide a small blade in even my chest. Staring at my legs for too long leaves me plenty of openings.”

“Is there anywhere safe to stare at you without leaving an opening?” Nathan asked.

“At my back, while I’m on all fours, I imagine. Not that I’ve tested that.” Seraph smirked.

Nathan didn’t rise to her provocation. Unlike his other Champions, Seraph’s teasing was just that. Teasing.

“Anna’s returned. She’s in a foul mood, but has some news from the Diet,” he said, rising from his chair. “There’s a carriage prepared outside.”

“Are we taking anybody else?”

“Should we?”

Seraph paused as they stepped into the corridor. Her eyes fell on the two wolfgirls nervously standing guard outside his office.

“Sen, probably. You seem comfortable telling her a few secrets I don’t yet know,” Seraph said. “I’d suggest Sunstorm, but I doubt she’d listen to a word that Anna says about politics.”

It bothered him that Seraph knew there was something different about Nathan’s relationship with Sen and Sunstorm. The two of them had their personalities partially overwritten from his original timeline, and he could therefore talk to them about his foreknowledge. He didn’t realize he’d been so conspicuous about it.

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not the only person who’s noticed that you tell them more. I can’t help but wonder if it has something to do with why they changed sides so quickly and easily.” A smile floated across Seraph’s lips.

Nathan sent one of the knights off to find Sen. Then he and Seraph made their way outside, making small talk as they walked.

A shiver ran along Seraph’s body when she stepped outside the warmth of the keep. The sky was overcast, and snow piled up in the corners of the castle courtyard. Soldiers huddled around burning braziers. The courtyard was largely empty and had been cleared of snow that morning.

An unattended carriage sat in the center of the courtyard. It had no horses nearby, but it didn’t need them. An engine powered by magic resided within the undercarriage.

Everyday life on Doumahr relied on amenities powered by magic, such as this horseless carriage. Enchantments within kettles and lights made life much easier than relying on fire or casting spells individually. Any noble could hook up their home with a magical generator and have lighting at all hours. Even the peasantry had a magical torch or two that allowed them to continue to work and play after dark.

The horseless carriage was more complex than most devices, however. The same could be said about the wireless. It contained an internal magical generator and was self-powered. Most magical devices either relied on an external generator or had a limited lifespan. An internal generator gave the horseless carriage longer range, as it didn’t need to stop so that horses could rest or to refill magic reserves.

But magical generators became temperamental the farther they were from a leyline. This close to the binding stone, the horseless carriage could move across the county without limitations. But farther south, in the peaceful farming region that Fei grew up, the horseless carriages were prone to breaking down.

The generators relied on magic from the world around them, and the leylines were the primary source of magic in the world. Nathan didn’t know where that magic came from, but he knew that Doumahr relied heavily on it.

“Figures that she’d make us go to her when it’s this cold,” Sen grumbled as she joined them outside. “While we’re freezing our asses off, she’ll be sitting beside a toasty fire.”

“She probably went through the same thing coming back from the capital,” Nathan said. “Let’s go.”

The trip to Trantia—Anna’s hometown and the capital of the county—went well. Trantia itself hadn’t changed since Nathan’s last visit. He suspected the population had swelled, but the sprawl of the town hid any changes.

Pulling up outside Anna’s manor, a pair of servants greeted them. Both were cat beastkin, and they wore the same black and white vests and pleated pants that they did in spring. Like all beastkin in the Empire, they were gainfully employed rather than slaves. Working for Anna ensured they were well paid relative to most people in the town.

“Not updating the fashion for your servants?” Nathan asked as he entered the sitting room that Anna was in.

“No, because nobody can agree on what it is,” Anna replied. “Half the nobles of the capital are big on old-fashioned black and white dresses with plenty of frills. But some dislike the fact that the style came from Trafaumh and are pushing more extravagant styles. It’s become quite silly.”

“You’re telling me that the clothing of servants has become politicized?” Nathan asked.

“Welcome to my time in Aleich,” Anna said, rolling her eyes as she referred to the capital of the Anfang Empire. “The complete failure of the northern campaign has riled up so much of the Nationalist faction that they’re lashing out at everybody and everything. They even managed to insult Falmir and cause a minor diplomatic incident.”

That caught Nathan’s interest. He took a seat on one of the sofas in the room. Seraph and Sen joined him, and a platter of tea and cakes appeared in short order.

This room held the same modern look as it had before. Neutral tones, plenty of steel and glass in the furnishings, and ebony wood added in to spice things up.

The rest of the manor had been renovated since spring, however. Nathan suspected that Anna had used her absence as an opportunity to improve things. The claustrophobic spaces, ancient wooden furniture, and dated color schemes had vanished from most rooms. If you ignored the exterior, the manor looked almost modern.

“How did the Diet anger Falmir?” Nathan asked.

“Not the Diet, exactly,” Anna said, nibbling on a cake. “For the most part, we just sat around and argued about what to do now that we were at war with two countries at once. Lots of joint sessions of the colleges. I don’t think I’ve ever sat in the same room as all the archdukes before.”

The Anfang Empire was a curious place, in Nathan’s mind. He had grown up in the Kingdom of Falmir, which was as straightforward a place as monarchies went. The royal family governed the country, and the nobles ran things on behalf of the king in a relatively straightforward hierarchy.

Whereas the Empire had webs of nobility. The Emperor was elected by the nobles, but usually from the same family several times in a row. The current Emperor was one Gorthal von Arangar, who was simply known as Emperor Gorthal to most. His father had been the first emperor in his family, and it was expected that one of his children would be elected after his passing.

But the Emperor didn’t hold true power, because he was elected. Instead, three archdukes did. Each effectively owned a third of the entire Empire. Almost every noble held an oath of fealty to an archduke, either directly or indirectly.

Anna was no exception.

Sen raised her hand, before ducking her head as all eyes turned toward her. “Um, can we pretend that I’m an uneducated bandit girl that doesn’t have a clue how Imperial politics works or what this Diet really is?”

Anna stared at Sen in disbelief.

“I mean, I’ve heard of the Diet,” Sen blabbered. “It’s where the nobles all get together to do… something. I just don’t know anything other than that.”

Rubbing her forehead, Anna let out a sigh. Then she glared at Nathan, who shrugged.

“Fine, I’ll give you a brief explanation,” Anna said. “Aren’t I nice?” Anna smiled sweetly, daggers hidden behind her expression.

“Yes,” Sen said as she took a noticeably long sip of tea to hide her reaction.

“The Imperial Diet is the name for the three colleges—gatherings really—of nobles that have the right to control the Empire,” Anna explained. “Each college is a forum where the nobles get together and vote on proposals. The real power is with the archdukes, as they control over ninety percent of all land in the Empire. Nobody tells them what to do.”

“I know that much,” Sen muttered. “How come if the archdukes are so powerful, there’s still so much arguing then?”

“Because even the archdukes have to rely on the many nobles below them,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “Like right here. Anna owes fealty to Archduke von Milgar, but he’s preoccupied with managing the war to the north.”

Anna nodded, nibbling on a cake. “Milgar’s always ignored me before, but now I’ve become important. He even asked me to call him ‘Hans’ in a private meeting. Terrifying.” She shuddered. “He’s the only archduke openly opposed to the Nationalist faction, and I’m openly aligned with Leopold, so I guess that makes me useful to him.”

“Um, what are the Nationalists?” Sen asked.

Anna bit her lip and remained silent.

“People who want the Empire to return to what it was when Omria lived in Aleich. The pre-ascension days, in other words,” Nathan said bluntly. “Back before Trafaumh and Falmir split off, and when half the Federation was Imperial territory. Pretty much the only major powers other than the Empire were the Kurai Peninsula, the Spires, and Arcadia back then.”

“Oh. Can the Empire ever become like that again?”

“Not really,” Anna muttered. “But Nathan’s father would kill me if I said that openly.”

All eyes turned to Nathan, who sighed. He waved Anna on.

“So, they brought the colleges together. I take it that didn’t improve matters?” Nathan asked.

“The opposite.” Anna sensed Sen’s questioning gaze and sighed. “The three colleges separate the different ‘classes’ of nobles. The Lords College consists of all of the counts, and we all have a single vote. The Princes College is the most powerful one, as only nobles who rule in their own right have a vote—it’s basically a glorified cabinet where the archdukes and Emperor veto anything that the other nobles do. Finally, there’s a Cities College, where the counts who govern the cities meet and vote.”

“That sounds overly complicated,” Sen said.

Nathan coughed. “If Milgar supported you, what about the other archdukes?”

“Oh, they hated me. Milgar forced me to speak publicly when they brought everybody together in the palace. I thought I was going to burst into flames. The other archdukes and half of the assembled nobles were trying to eviscerate me with their eyes.” She shuddered again. “And despite all that, it was a waste of time. Nobody wanted to speak up against the Nationalists, even though I suspect most people want these wars to go away.”

“You might need to explain further about what happened with Trafaumh,” Nathan said, noticing that Sen and Seraph appeared somewhat lost. Or very lost, in the case of Sen. Seraph was sharp, but the intricacies of Imperial politics were not her forte, given she came from the Federation.

Truthfully, the only reason Nathan knew so much was because he had learned of this in his childhood. As the son of a noble, he had been forced to learn about the different governments of his neighbors.

“Right.” Anna drained her tea and poured another cup. “We attacked the Order of Trafaumh months behind schedule. His Majesty wanted to reclaim the Pearlescent Canyon along our northern border, as a symbol that the Empire was ascendant once more in the world. It was something to appease the Nationalists. Instead, negotiations dragged on. Then we invaded in the middle of summer, instead of spring.”

“And ran into heavily fortified positions, because Trafaumh had spent months preparing for an invasion,” Nathan said.

“Mmm,” Anna agreed. “Now the Nationalists blame everybody else for delaying the war, while the Emperor’s supporters blame the Nationalists for not preparing adequately and say that more time was needed.”

“Isn’t that politics as normal?”

“Sure, except that you and Leopold just flattened the Federation, accused them of heresy, and are asking for permission and resources to prosecute our claim.” Anna scowled. “You succeeded where the Nationalists didn’t. And your father is one of their leading figures and really, really hates you.”

She sighed and played with her teacup. Most of the cakes on the platter remained untouched. While Fei demolished any food placed in front of her, Sen and Seraph were pickier with how many sweets they ate.

After giving Nathan a sidelong look, Seraph spoke up, “And where does Falmir play into this?”

“The Nationalists made some stupid claims that not being with the Empire meant you were against us. It got out of hand, and their ambassador left the city in protest.” Anna pressed a hand into her cheek. “That’s what ruined the last few days. The Federation finally requested to negotiate with us but salvaging our relationship with Falmir takes priority.”

“We can’t do both?” Nathan said.

“Didn’t we just hear how incompetent the Diet was? Does it sound like the sort of place that can negotiate with two countries at once? Three, if we include Trafaumh,” Seraph said.

Anna rolled her eyes. “Technically, Leopold is supposed to negotiate, but that will go nowhere. High Lord Torneus isn’t responding to any of us, after all. I think he’s upset about the heresy accusation.”

“That means he’s scared,” Nathan said. “Good.”

“That sort of thinking is dangerous,” Seraph chided. “All this feels too intentional to be a coincidence, or purely the result of political ineptitude.”

“What?” Anna asked, frowning.

“Torneus is refusing to negotiate, but suddenly attempts to at the last second. The Nationalists are at a political disadvantage, but then blow up a political relationship with another major power.” Seraph paused, realizing that neither of them were following her. “Tell me, how would you describe our current position relative to when I joined you?”

“Unchanged. That’s my point,” Anna said.

Nathan leaned back and looked thoughtful. Sen’s attention focused on him, and she took the opportunity to take a cake while she thought nobody was watching.

“No, we’re worse off,” Nathan eventually said. “The whole point of the heresy accusation was to force the Federation into a weaker position, so that they would either surrender or face the full might of the Empire. But neither is happening.”

“And why is that?” Seraph pushed.

“Because the Emperor is too distracted with a larger political fuckup to negotiate with the Federation. And the Nationalists have successfully prevented anybody from forcing them to withdraw from the north, starving us of resources to fight a war against the Federation.” Nathan scowled as he realized the truth. “We’ve been hung out to dry.”

“Exactly.” Seraph smiled. “And it’s all a little too convenient. The Nationalists played their cards at the right time to frustrate us, and the Federation can even claim they attempted to negotiate. If we’re truly unlucky, the faeries may even use that as an excuse to intervene in the conflict.”

Anna’s jaw hung open, and she looked between Seraph and Nathan. “You’re suggesting that the Nationalists are working with the Federation?”

“They have a common cause,” Nathan said bitterly. “The Federation doesn’t want to surrender or fight a war against the Empire. The Nationalists don’t want to lose political face and are building up strength to overthrow Emperor Gorthal.”

“So, the Emperor is focused on relations with Falmir, the Nationalists have convinced everybody to continue throwing more soldiers into the meat grinder that is Trafaumh, and we’re on our own?” Nathan summed up.

“That would be mad of them,” Anna grumbled. “They failed far too publicly against Trafaumh to pull off a coup now. If they keep up their nonsense, the Emperor will be able to publicly back us once Falmir is pacified and nobody will bat an eye. Plus, we still don’t know for sure why the Federation chose to negotiate now rather than earlier.”

“Like the Empire, the Federation isn’t a single cohesive entity,” Seraph said. “It’s possible the Regency Council overruled Torneus. Or perhaps one of the regents is going rogue and reaching out on his own.”

“Can you find out?” Nathan asked.

“I’ll try. My contacts are sparse now, as it’s become public knowledge that I’ve betrayed the Federation, but money greases plenty of wheels.”

The fire in the room continued to burn late into the afternoon as the four of them chatted about the situation. Sen made the least contributions, as the political nature of the problem overwhelmed her.

For the most part, Nathan suspected that Anna wanted company. She lounged and whined for hours. The servants brought out wine, and Nathan indulged alongside her. Although his tolerance was much higher than Anna’s. It only took a few glasses for Anna to be drunk enough to need saving.

“I believe it is time for Lady von Clair to retire,” one of the catgirl maids said, placing a hand on Anna’s shoulder. The countess glared up at her servant but didn’t resist.

“I understand,” Nathan said. “It’s probably best for us to head back before it gets too dark.”

That was a lie. They were in the dead of winter, and a glance out the windows confirmed that it was already black as pitch outside. But nobody protested, and the servant gave Nathan a warm smile in response.

Nathan, Sen, and Seraph piled into the carriage and began the ride home. Little of consequence happened, despite the darkness. The bandits that had once plagued Gharrick County were largely eliminated, and the few that remained were used as training for Nathan’s knights.

The fortress was quiet when they arrived. Few people wandered the streets. Hardly a surprise, given the subzero temperatures.

Their carriage rode through both the outer and inner gates without pausing. Gharrick Pass was a fortress split into two layers: the outer layer, where the residential populace lived and worked; and the inner layer, where the keep and main defenses were built atop a hill. A sturdy limestone wall separated both layers. Soldiers kept watch at all hours from the walls.

“Finally, warmth,” Sen shouted as she burst into the keep. The double doors of the entrance slammed into posts that kept that from opening too far, and the booming noise echoed around them.

Nathan and Seraph followed more sedately. Within moments, both of them stopped. Their eyes darted around the hall, looking for something that wasn’t there.

Or more accurately, people that weren’t there.

“Nathan,” Seraph muttered.

He didn’t respond, too busy diving into the mental world of his binding stone. Using its power, he scanned the castle interior. The results came back within moments, and he scowled as he returned to reality.

“Sen, get back here,” he shouted.

Seraph waited patiently by his side as his younger Champion doubled back, a confused look on her face.

“There are intruders in the castle,” Nathan said. “And I’m pretty sure at least one of them is a mystic fox.”


Chapter 5




Seraph’s eyebrows shot up. “You can sense that?”

“It’s more accurate to say that I can’t sense it, which is what gives it away.” Nathan tapped the side of his head. “The binding stone gives me complete control over the castle. I can add additional rooms at a whim or slap a staircase in place within minutes. That requires me to know what’s happening around me, or else I couldn’t control the binding stone without line of sight of what I’m doing.”

“That’s not how most Bastions work, you know,” Seraph said flatly.

“Well, I guess I’m not like most Bastions.”

“I’ve noticed.” A smile floated on Seraph’s lips. “I wouldn’t be your Champion if you were.”

Did her expression sharpen, or was that Nathan’s imagination?

“Can’t say I get it,” Sen said. She tilted her head. “Although I get the feeling you’ve done this sort of thing before. And explained it in excruciating detail.”

“Ifrit already knows what I’m about to tell you,” Nathan said, referring to the spirit that possessed Sen and granted her supreme power over fire. “It’s possible to use magic to actively hide from sensory detection magic. But it’s not elemental magic, it’s a form of spatial magic. And there’s only one race who is good enough at it to hide from a Bastion inside his castle.”

“Foxes,” Seraph said. “They’re master illusionists, assassins, and mage-killers as a result. You say you can sense a void?”

“When I try to scan the entrance to the basement, I can’t sense anything. Not the walls, not the door or its enchantments, not the summons that should be guarding it.” Nathan shrugged. “That’s a surefire sign that somebody is using spatial magic to cut me off. Demons can use it, so it’s something I need to be able to detect.”

Nathan walked forward, and the two women followed. Neither had their proper weapons on them. While Seraph usually used tonfas and Sen a greatsword, they were clumsy tools to carry around everywhere. Both of them carried a simple enchanted longsword. Far from an ideal situation to fight mystic foxes, but Seraph was a duogem Champion.

Of course, that only applied if the intruder wasn’t also a powerful Champion. That void prevented him from learning anything about them, so he was going in blind. Perhaps he should head farther inside the keep and call for help from his other two Champions.

The entrance to the basement was only around the corner, however. Nathan’s curiosity was piqued, and the intruder surely knew he had returned. Sen’s loud entrance had made sure of that.

The three of them rounded the corner, weapons drawn. A long staircase led down to the basement. At the very bottom was a solid steel door. Runes glowed on it as a visual indicator of the enchantment that Nathan had cast on the door to prevent intrusion. The enchantments only opened the door for those who Nathan had granted access to, and those were a limited few.

Nobody stood in front of the door. A pair of bulky knight summons stood guard outside, staring at nothing in particular. Not a sound could be heard, and no damage was visible.

Seraph and Sen frowned. Sen’s free hand glowed, and he felt her reach out with her magic. A moment later, she shook her head at him.

With a raised eyebrow, Seraph looked at Nathan.

“Tell me, what do you find wrong with this picture?” Nathan asked.

Sen tilted her head to one side. She looked down the stairway, her eyebrows furrowed.

Seraph’s lips quirked upward. “I’m not a sorcerer, so I can’t pick up whether something is off or not. But everything looks fine to me.” She paused for effect. “Except for one thing.”

Nathan waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. He waved a hand in the air in exasperation, urging her to go on. “Do you have to be like this?”

“I’m imagining the tension this must be causing.” Seraph laughed. “But fine. You mentioned you couldn’t sense the summons guarding the gate, so I tried to command them. No response. I’m not very good at controlling your summons yet, but I’m not so incompetent that I can’t order them around when they’re literally in front of my face.”

The summons that Nathan created with the binding stone were mentally tethered to him. Seraph and his other Champions had a similar connection due to the gems implanted in their collarbones, which bonded them to him for life and granted them their immense power.

Using that connection, Seraph could give orders to Nathan’s summons. His Champions tended to be rather clumsy at it, as they weren’t trained to command summons or control magic using mental commands. But as Seraph said, both she and Fei were more than capable of ordering around the summons if they had line of sight.

“You can’t order them around because they’ve been destroyed, I imagine,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “Their true state is covered up by illusion magic.”

“Should we confirm by touch?” Seraph suggested, her eyes twinkling with mirth.

“Are you trying to get me killed?”

She giggled, much to Sen’s confusion.

Nathan sighed. “If our uninvited guests are talented, then the summons will feel real to the touch. But there is no way for them to detect our mental commands.” He raised his voice. “I know you can hear us. Stop wasting our time and show yourselves.”

No response.

Sen gripped her sword nervously, looking between Nathan and the bottom of the stairway. By contrast, Seraph twirled her sword and placed a hand on her hips.

“They have to be here,” Nathan muttered.

“What if they’re not?” Sen asked.

“Then they’ve escaped. I can’t sense anything closer to the binding stone.”

Sen nodded slowly. She licked her lips. “Then I’ll flush them out.”

Wait, what? “Sen, don’t—”

Ignoring him, Sen cast a fourth rank spell. A glowing square of red light appeared in front of her open palm, and flames fountained down the staircase. Fire consumed Nathan’s vision within moments.

But the fire never reached the bottom. It slammed into an invisible barrier of force and bounced off. Jets of flame spiraled every which way, scorching the walls and melting the decorations on the walls. The spell threatened to bounce back up the stairs at any moment.

“Stop that,” Seraph snapped. She raised her sword, the jades in her chest glittering as she prepared to use her gem abilities to destroy Sen’s spell.

The flames vanished in a moment, and Sen lowered her arm. Her eyes were wide, her expression lost in shock at the fact her spell was so easily blocked. She hadn’t even seen her opponent’s spell.

Their opponents were visible now, however. A man and a woman stood at the bottom of the stairs. The summons were in ruins, and the door showed signs of damage. Nathan felt relieved to see that the runes still glowed on its metallic surface. The intruders hadn’t broken through.

That was the only good sign Nathan took from the intruders.

Nathan vaguely recognized the man, but not by name. His face was familiar, which likely meant they had fought together in the past. Nathan knew this because there were a pair of red garnets in his collarbone. If he was a duogem Champion, then that meant he was from the Federation.

The familiarity that Nathan felt likely stemmed from the fall of the Federation in his timeline. He must have fought alongside this particular Champion at some point.

But it was the other Champion that truly caught Nathan’s attention.

Six silver fox tails. Long silver hair past her shoulders and a twitching pair of fox ears. A pair of sapphire gems in her collar. A slim, buxom frame hidden by a dark blue robe in the fashion of the Kurai Peninsula. Although Nathan suspected that most women from her homeland didn’t tailor their robes to hug their figures and reveal so much thigh.

The fox’s bright blue eyes stabbed at Nathan, but he didn’t look away. He knew this woman.

Narime.

What was she doing here? Silly question. She worked for the Federation, and he was their enemy. She was bound to appear at some point. He had merely hoped that her arrival would take place later, when he was better prepared to deal with her.

Right now, fighting two duogem Champions was a tough call. He had Seraph, but the rest of his Champions were only monogems.

The gap created by each gem a Champion received was enormous. Each gem provided an exponential increase in power for a Champion, as well as new abilities and powers. Not only were Narime and the male Champion stronger than Fei and Sen, but they also had tricks at their disposal that most of Nathan’s Champions didn’t.

“Wait—” Nathan began to say, holding up a hand.

Narime didn’t let him finish. Her hands thrust forward, palms together, and a glowing golden pentagram appeared in front of them. Her tails glowed and the surrounding stones lit up with white incandescent light. The sapphires in her chest remained dull.

A moment later, the pentagram exploded into a furious flash of light.

Seraph cursed and raised her sword. Nathan was faster, already prepared for Narime’s spell.

As the pentagram vanished into motes of golden light, time slowed to a crawl. Nathan’s body was frozen, but he still perceived everything perfectly.

He had entered the mental world of his binding stone, but this time he focused his physical senses.

Sen’s eyes widened millimeter by millimeter. Seraph’s muscles rippled in slow motion, the fabric of her cheongsam frozen in space. Both of her jades glowed brilliantly, and Nathan saw the glow of her gem ability focus in her longsword. When time resumed, a blast of magic would fly from her sword and attempt to destroy the spell that Narime had cast.

Nathan was uncertain whether Seraph’s gem ability could overpower Narime’s spellcasting ability. His Champion was very powerful, and her magic blasts obliterated any spell weaker than her own magic. But if Narime’s spell had even the tiniest ounce of magic more than Seraph could output, the blast would have minimal effect.

And Narime was a very powerful magic user. She had one tail less than Nathan remembered her having, but otherwise she was identical to his memories of her.

As a mystic fox, Narime was already a more powerful sorceress than almost any other race on Doumahr. Her tails glowed with immense magical reserves that she drew on to empower her spells, and they let her cast fifth and sixth rank spells at terrifying speed. Where Nathan practically exhausted himself with a single fifth rank spell without topping up his reserves, Narime could go all day on the things.

And he couldn’t discount her sapphires as well. Each type of gem gave Champions a different type of magical enhancement or ability. Sapphires provided gem abilities to Champions, which made them difficult to anticipate and counter.

A gem ability granted a Champion a spell or technique they otherwise couldn’t use. In Fei’s case, she controlled a magical flame.

In Narime’s case, her gem abilities let her empower her spells with nasty abilities. Fortunately for Nathan, Narime hadn’t used her gems. If she had, then he would have been in a lot of trouble.

Reaching into his binding stone, Nathan pushed magic into the castle’s floor. He then pushed some into the walls beside Narime and the male Champion.

His handiwork completed, Nathan let time flow freely.

Seraph’s blast of magic slammed into Narime’s spell. The two met explosively in midair, and Seraph’s wave of shimmering magical energy vanished into nothingness. The golden light of Narime’s spell was no longer visible.

Nathan grabbed Seraph’s arm and pulled her back. She growled at him and pushed him behind her, shielding him with her body. Both of them were on the same page. Kind of.

A wall of stone burst forth from the floor at the top of the staircase, cutting them off from Narime. Shouting came from the other side, and Nathan heard Narime saying somebody’s name.

Before he could concentrate on what the name was, the wall exploded into chunks. Dust filled his vision. Sen screamed and fired off a jet of flame down the stairway. In response, something blew apart several slabs of stone in the wall above them.

Alarms began to sound in the keep automatically in response to the damage. High-pitched bells rang out across the interior of the hall. Raised voices called out for the guards who were supposed to be on patrol. Angry shouts followed as people realized that the patrol wasn’t responding.

Nathan scrambled forward, Seraph clinging to his arm. She cursed at him.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she shouted.

He stood at the top of the stairwell, trying to see down. “Get rid of the dust,” he ordered.

With a wave of her hand, Seraph vaporized the dust surrounding them.

His vision clear, Nathan saw the result of his earlier trick. The male Champion was bleeding from the head, barely able to stand. Narime helped him to his feet, but he leaned heavily on her.

A pair of stone blocks jutted out from the walls. Nathan had summoned them into being while he had slowed time. Clearly, Narime had dodged one but the male Champion hadn’t.

Narime spotted him and raised a hand. In response, Seraph darted forward. Their spells met in midair again. Seraph went flying backward, and Nathan caught her. Her expression twisted in pain, and he felt the magic within her body at work.

Unlike most spells, Narime’s magic wasn’t of the natural elements. She controlled raw force. The golden glow of her spells was a sign that she had mastered an ascended element of the world, which was normally something only Bastions and Messengers were capable of.

Almost all sorcery used by humans used the natural elements, such as wind, water, earth, and fire. But there were other kinds of sorcery. Sometimes, these were referred to as the intrinsic elements, because they were part of the nature of reality itself.

But Nathan had normally seen it referred to as ascended magic, or the ascended elements. One of these elements was force, and that was what Narime used.

The result was that Seraph’s bones were broken and her organs had been pummeled. Raw blasts of force did awful things to human targets. Fortunately, Seraph had an incredibly powerful regenerative ability. Within a few moments, she was standing and flexing her arms.

“What a way to greet an old friend, Narime,” Seraph said.

“I’d say that in return, but are we really friends?” Narime responded. Her eyes flitted from Seraph to Nathan.

“We’re professionals, aren’t we? Surely, we can be responsible adults and agree that we can be friends, while still admitting that we have to kill each other for reasons beyond our control,” Seraph said. “Although, I’m beginning to wonder how much is really beyond our control. Life’s quite different on this side.”

The shouting of reinforcements grew closer, and Nathan heard Fei’s voice. Narime’s shoulders hunched, and her eyes looked past him. Glancing behind him, he saw that Sen now stood behind him.

“As interesting as this is, I’m afraid that this isn’t the best time,” Narime said. Her sapphires glowed, and she raised her hands.

If Nathan let her finish that spell, then she’d vanish. He hadn’t planned for this, but this was the first chance he had found in this timeline to be close to Narime. How could he let her slip away so easily?

“Wait!” he shouted. “This can’t be all you came here for?”

Narime’s lips quirked upward. “And here I thought you decided to serve a smart Bastion, Seraph. Given where I’m standing, you know exactly what I came here to do.”

“Don’t act dumb,” Nathan said. “We all know you couldn’t do a thing to the binding stone.”

“You don’t know the first thing about what I can do,” Narime said.

“I know that you’re about to use your sapphires to penetrate my keep’s protective wards and teleport away,” Nathan said. “Tell me why you’re really here, Narime.”

The fox stared at him in shock. Hardly unsurprising, given he had just identified one of her secret gem abilities.

For a Champion, their enhancements and gem abilities were the key to victory. Knowing what your opponent was capable of allowed you to plan around them. So, some Champions actively lied about their gems, in order to prevent others from realizing what was happening.

Narime always told people that her gems enhanced the power and range of her spells. In truth, her gem abilities were all about anti-magic. Her spells could penetrate barriers and protective wards, and she could counter practically any spell.

“How…” Narime trailed off, her eyes drifting over to Seraph.

“You’re not as good at keeping secrets as you think you are,” Nathan said, hoping that Seraph didn’t spoil things.

For her part, Seraph simply smiled back at Narime. The fox scowled, then looked at Nathan.

“Fine. You know what I’m capable of. So?” she asked.

“You’re not here to break into my basement. I doubt you were even here to attack me, given you’re not trying to kill me right now,” Nathan said. “If you were, you would have thrown much nastier spells at me than simple force blasts. You didn’t even empower your spells with your gem abilities.”

Narime frowned. “You attacked us before I could speak.”

“You were hiding under an illusion,” Nathan pointed out.

Wincing, Narime glanced to the side and coughed. She muttered under her breath, but he didn’t hear it. Seraph did and laughed in response.

“I didn’t quite hear that,” Nathan said.

“I’m not repeating it,” Narime said.

Seraph rolled her eyes and said, “She wanted to make a better entrance. All pride, this little fox. Now that you’re exposed, why don’t you just admit why you’re here?”

A long pause followed, accompanied by Narime attempting to punch a hole through Seraph’s head with her eyes. The two women seemed to forget that they had been battling moments ago, and that guards were charging right toward them now.

Good friends, evidently.

So why hadn’t Narime ever mentioned Seraph in his timeline?

“If you have the time, Bastion Nathan, I’d like to talk to you about the war,” Narime said. “Negotiations haven’t started yet, and I think that’s unwise for both sides.”

Nathan stared at her. “You broke into my castle to ask me to negotiate?”

Narime’s face reddened, but she refused to drop her gaze.

“Yes, of course. We can talk. Goddess,” Nathan muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

Seraph laughed, and Sen looked confused.

When Fei ran up to them, a dozen fully armed and armored beastkin knights with her, she didn’t know what to do.

“Um, are we fighting anybody?” Fei asked. “And who blew up the wall?”

Nathan clapped her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. But you will need to increase the patrols.”

He turned back to Narime, ignoring the very confused catgirl. “We’ll get your friend some medical attention, then talk things out. I’m keen to hear why a Federation Champion is organizing negotiations, when Torneus isn’t.”

From the way Narime’s eyes flashed at the mention of Torneus’s name, Nathan knew he had struck a nerve. Things were not well in the Federation.


Chapter 6




Seraph flicked the light switch on as she entered the room. A magic lamp encased within a steel cage lit up the room.

Empty bookcases lined one wall, a cabinet in between them. Unlike the bookcases, the cabinet was occupied. A myriad of glasses, cutlery, fine china, and ostentatious knick-knacks filled out a glass display in the upper half of the cabinet. The bottom half was hidden behind aged oak doors and contained an unhealthy amount of alcohol.

The center of the room was filled by sofas and a round glass coffee table. Like most of the coffee tables in the castle, this one had the winged emblem of the Watcher Omria engraved into it with gold and silver. The engraving sparkled in the light from above it.

Seraph strode past the iced-over window and made for the cabinet. Bending over, she opened it up and began peering at the bottles.

“I forget, Narime,” Seraph said after a few moments. “What’s your preferred drop? We don’t have any sake. Too expensive given the current trade issues with the Federation.”

Narime ignored her duogem counterpart. She warily stepped up behind one of the plush purple sofas, sinking a hand into its leather backing. Her tails spread out behind her, a sign that she was relaxing despite herself.

The door clicked shut behind Nathan as he entered, and he glanced back to see Fei locking it. She maintained an innocent expression as he gave her a quizzical look. Deciding that she could stay, he returned his attention to Narime.

The fox split her attention between Seraph and Nathan. Her eyes narrowed.

“You’re asking me whether I’m going to drink alcohol when I’m surrounded by three enemies?” Narime asked.

Seraph rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who wandered in here to negotiate to begin with. Aren’t you the master diplomat? Or are you going to refuse a drink offered by your host?”

“A host without any sake,” Narime said flatly. “Not really the apex of hospitality, is it?”

“How often did your clan elders offer mainland drinks to visitors when they visited the Peninsula? Not very often, I imagine,” Seraph said. She pulled out a bottle of white wine and pursed her lips. After a moment’s contemplation, she shook her head and returned it.

“That was different. We were—” Narime cut herself off with a grimace.

“Proud, independent people who knew better than everybody else how amazing we were? Oh, yes, that worked out well for the Kurai Peninsula, didn’t it?” Seraph laughed mirthlessly. “I lost my home, my parents, and everything I ever knew. Millions died. Countless more were forced to flee across the sea to a mainland that they had looked down on. Yes, it was different.”

Narime looked away.

“Seraph, enough,” Nathan said.

“You’re good at saying that,” Seraph noted.

“Saying what?”

“The word ‘enough.’ Or simply telling people when you think they’ve gone too far,” Seraph said. She shrugged and didn’t elaborate, instead returning to the topic at hand, “Maybe try some pear schnaps and expand your palate?”

Narime nodded. Her tails curled in behind her as she slipped into the single-seater sofa at one end of the coffee table. Nathan noticed that her eyes lingered on the door, which was blocked by both himself and Fei.

Taking the hint, Nathan dragged the beastkin to a sofa. Instantly, Narime relaxed. Her tails spread out across the arms of the sofa, and her silver fox ears no longer stood bolt upright above her head.

“You’ll take care of Jorin’s wound?” Narime asked.

That must be the name of the male Champion she came here with. Nathan nodded, and Narime looked satisfied enough.

An uncomfortable silence settled over the room, broken by the constantly clinking of glasses and bottles in the corner. After a minute, Seraph carried over a tray of drinks.

Pear schnaps for both Seraph and Narime. Whisky for Fei. And a few fingers of a deep amber brandy that Nathan thought he had hidden better,

He scowled at Seraph. “For somebody who spends most of their time in Fort Taubrum, you’re rather good at finding my hiding spots.”

“I am a spymaster. That means I started as a spy. And I don’t think you’ve ever trained as one, given how terrible you are at devising hiding places.” Seraph rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know why you like that stuff anyway. It’s like drinking a tree.”

Fei put down her half-empty glass of whisky and sniffed Nathan’s glass. Her cat ears pricked up and she let out a hum of approval. Nathan snatched the glass from her hand before she slurped it down and ignored her growl of annoyance.

“That’s cognac, isn’t it?” Narime noted.

“Cognac?” Fei asked.

“Expensive brandy from Trafaumh,” Narime said. “The Federation has a significant investment in the region that grows it. I understand the more expensive bottles can go for the price of a small house.”

Fei stared at the glass in Nathan’s hand.

He rolled his eyes. “That’s not a very good benchmark in the Empire. There are dresses that can buy a small house in most towns. But yes, the bottle is rare. Even rarer now because the Empire is at war. I had to lean on Leopold to get my hands on it.”

And by lean on, Nathan meant get him really, really drunk. Leopold was Nathan’s immediate superior as a Bastion, and the Emperor’s right-hand man. That made him very wealthy and influential.

Fortunately for Nathan, Leopold was a man of significant vices, and that allowed Nathan to rely on the old man to better enjoy his own luxuries.

Narime raised an eyebrow, then sipped her drink. Her lips thinned, but otherwise her expression remained unchanged. Nathan knew that she had likely not tried many mainland liquors. He had enjoyed introducing her to new and exciting food and drink, given her homeland bias.

“To business?” she asked.

“Of course,” Nathan said.

“I have a question first,” Seraph asked.

“Do you really?” Narime asked acidly.

“Why were you trying to break into the basement?” Seraph continued, ignoring the fox.

Narime’s eyes narrowed. “You expect me to answer that while surrounded by the three of you?”

“Don’t pretend you’re in any danger. Nathan already pointed out that you can teleport away in an instant. You’re a big bad duogem fox. And we’re here to talk.” Seraph tipped her glass slightly toward Narime. “So?”

Close to a minute passed in silence. Narime sipped at her drink, appearing to grow somewhat fond of it. She waved her hand and summoned the bottle from the cabinet to the table. It appeared on top of the glass with a clink, and Nathan’s senses prickled at the blatant display of power.

Fei squawked and rose to her feet, a hand falling on her scimitar. Across from her, Seraph continued to down her own drink. Nathan was certain that she had frozen in the moment that Narime had cast her spell.

The only hint that Narime had cast a spell was that her hand had glowed. No lines or symbols had appeared around her. Teleporting the bottle from the cabinet had so trivial to Narime that she could do it with a first rank spell, which involved only the use of raw magical power.

Nathan pulled Fei down onto the sofa. The beastkin blinked at him in surprise, then glared at Narime.

Pretending to focus her attention on pouring another glass, Narime looked at Nathan through the corner of her eyes. She frowned when he didn’t react to her provocation.

“I’d appreciate it if you showed more respect,” Nathan said. “As I said earlier, I’m well aware of your powers. You don’t need to insult me by using magic in my domain.”

Narime inclined her head and raised her glass. “I apologize. It seems you weren’t bluffing earlier. But that only makes me more suspicious of you. The spatial magic of mystic foxes is poorly understood in western Doumahr, but this fortress is full of it.”

Shit. So, Nathan had fucked up by using spatial magic through the binding stone. Narime had taught him the principles of spatial manipulation, but nothing about how they were unique to mystic foxes. He had assumed that other Bastions had picked up the method over the centuries.

“Is that what you were investigating?” Nathan asked, keeping his face expressionless.

“Among other things. The fortress feels off slightly, as if there’s something here that I can almost sense but simply… can’t.” Narime shook her head. “I doubt you understand it. I’ve been alive for over three centuries, and my instincts are very well honed. When something is off magically, it can be difficult for me to comprehend. Imagine if you walked into a room that looked like any other, but you knew that something was wrong? Wouldn’t you investigate it?”

A chill ran down Nathan’s spine, but he crushed his fear mercilessly.

Whatever Narime was sensing was faint enough that all she felt was a vague sense of ‘wrongness.’ Even if she could sense Kadria, it didn’t matter if she couldn’t find the Messenger.

But Nathan took this as a warning shot that there were beings in this world that could sense his connection to the demon. He needed to speak to Kadria about this the next time they met.

“Did you find anything, or is this just your mystical foxy senses?” Seraph asked, a mocking smile on her lips.

Fei frowned, turning toward Nathan. He ignored her and instead watched Narime’s reaction closely.

“The defenses on the door were too strong. Hence why I find you suspicious.” Narime pointed an accusatory finger at Nathan, spilling a few drops of schnaps on the table. Seraph clicked her tongue at the mess. “As you said, I can penetrate any defenses with my teleportation magic—”

“Then why didn’t you?” Seraph asked.

Narime ignored her, and continued, “But the defenses around your binding stone are specifically crafted to keep out mystic foxes.”

“No, they’re not,” Nathan said.

“Really?” Narime’s voice oozed disbelief.

“They’re crafted to keep out Messengers.”

The reaction was as if he had put a sledgehammer through the table. Seraph and Narime froze, their eyes widening and muscles tensing. Narime’s fox tails coiled closely behind her.

Fei didn’t react as strongly, instead tilting her head in confusion. “Why is it so important to defend the binding stone from a Messenger? If they get out of the portal, haven’t we already failed?”

Both Seraph and Narime turned their eyes toward the beastkin, then back to Nathan.

Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve told her about Messengers?”

“I planned to talk to you about them shortly,” Nathan said.

Seraph cursed. “This is why Sen asked me to investigate the portal at Fort Taubrum, isn’t it?”

Nathan nodded.

“You’re talking rather openly about a topic that is usually discussed much more secretively,” Narime said.

She was right about that. The knowledge that a Messenger was coming was not one usually shared widely, let alone with a country he was at war with.

But this was Narime.

“You’re here to negotiate, aren’t you?” Nathan asked.

“I’m here to convince you to start negotiations,” Narime hedged, her eyes narrowing.

“Then I imagine you want to know why negotiations haven’t started.”

“I already know that. It’s because you levied a heresy accusation at Torneus and—” Narime trailed off and her eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Oh, indeed,” Seraph muttered, draining her glass. She poured another and topped up Narime’s. “Allow me to give you a word of warning.”

“As if I need a warning from you,” Narime said.

“Oh, and why is that? You’ve always been willing to take my advice before when it comes to politics.” Seraph smiled.

“That was before you changed sides.” Narime glanced between Nathan and Seraph. “You have no idea the difficulty you’ve caused me.”

“I can imagine. That’s why I’m warning you,” Seraph said.

No response. The window rattled from the wind outside, but everybody ignored it.

Seraph continued, “Right now, you can maintain a blissful ignorance about Torneus and the Federation. You’re smart enough to be suspicious, but still loyal to the nation that took you and so many of our people in. That means you’re still useful to Torneus. But once you hear what Nathan has to say, you’ll be compromised.”

“Do you think me some impressionable teenager who will be swayed by a good story and honeyed words from the first attractive male I see?” Narime scoffed and gave Nathan an upturned look.

“I’m glad I classify as the first attractive male you’ve seen,” Nathan said.

Narime rolled her eyes.

“I’m serious, Narime,” Seraph pressed. “Once you find out the truth, you’ll step into a new world. And there’s no going back. You’ll question everything you hear from Torneus. Everything that happens in the Federation. You’ll no longer be useful to them.”

“I’m still a powerful and influential duogem Champion,” Narime insisted.

“And replaceable. Duogem Champions are still very replaceable,” Seraph said, her tone dropping. “At least, they are to a nation.” Her gaze shifted to Nathan.

“You’ve changed,” Narime said.

“Not really, but I want to change.” Seraph shrugged. “And I can tell you haven’t changed. So, I’ll remind you of your real position in the Federation. The regents that you like to think of as equals and talk back to at meetings? Most of them think of nothing more than ramming their cock down your throat every time you speak. I doubt Torneus is one of them, but he won’t need to go far to find a regent who would be happy to have you as one of his maids.”

“You’re a bitch,” Narime spat.

“Am I wrong?”

Narime slammed her glass down, spilling alcohol everywhere as it slid across the table. For a few moments, she seemed torn between storming off and staying put. Perhaps she wanted to hit Seraph, who stared back at Narime with a raised eyebrow.

Eventually, Narime calmed down, and she schooled her expression. She winced and apologized to Nathan.

“Whatever the case, I want to hear the truth,” the fox said. “If a Messenger is involved, then it is my duty as a mystic fox and as a Champion to resolve the situation. Ignorance may benefit my position, but it does not benefit the world.”

Seraph shrugged, then inclined her head at Nathan.

One thing stuck out in Nathan’s mind as he watched the women lounge on the sofas.

Why had Seraph never been brought up in his timeline?

Narime evidently had a strong relationship with her rival Champion, even if nobody would describe it as “friendly.” Sunstorm idolized Seraph. Hint after hint had been dropped that Seraph was far more aware of how binding stones worked than most Bastions were. Even Torneus relied upon her when she was his agent.

But at no stage had anybody brought her up, and he couldn’t recall any events that sounded like Seraph had been involved. It was as though she had been a ghost in his timeline.

“Well?” Narime asked, an eyebrow raised. She crossed her legs, the thigh slits in her dress opening up to reveal plenty more leg. “What does the cause of this war and the protections against Messengers have in common?”

Her pose was so “Narime” that Nathan’s vision wavered for a moment. He didn’t see the fox sitting in a tiny receiving room inside this fortress, out in the boonies of the Empire. Instead, he pictured her sitting opposite him in his bedroom back in the Far Reaches, a roaring fireplace crackling as it lit up the room. Her ageless face barely changed in the decade-plus that he was a Bastion, and although she was one tail short, he knew that the woman drinking schnaps was the same one that he had fallen in love with in his timeline.

Nathan took a large draft of his cognac before placing his drink on the table. The clink of the glass caused Fei’s tail to snap to one side and her eyes to prick up, and she watched him carefully. She had been almost completely silent so far, but her attention was sharp.

“As you guessed earlier, the heresy accusation is at the heart of it all,” Nathan explained. “The current unstable state of the portal in Gharrick Pass is a direct result of the Federation’s assault.”

“Is that the Federation’s fault, or yours for failing to protect the fortress?” Narime pressed, her eyes narrow as she took the offensive.

“I want to say you’re cute for going on the attack, but you’re so off the mark that it feels awkward,” Nathan shot back.

Narime’s eyebrows shot up, and she hid her expression by taking another slug of her schnaps. Too big of a slug, given she nearly coughed it back up.

Rolling her eyes, Seraph topped up Narime’s glass.

“Um, is she going to be alright?” Fei whispered into Nathan’s ear, her eyes wide and staring at Narime’s very full glass of spirits.

“I can hold my liquor, thank you very much,” Narime said. “And my hearing is as sharp as yours.” She ran a finger along her silver fox ears, and Fei reflexively copied the motion with her own tufted cat ears.

“Foxes are magical beings, like beastkin, but with a lot more magic,” Nathan said. “It takes a lot more alcohol to affect them. Although you are drinking a lot of schnaps.” He sighed. “But back to my point: the Federation actively disrupted the leylines in the months leading up to their assault. Although I stopped the worst-case scenario, months of demonic energy was unleashed in a single reverse cascade.”

Narime stared blankly at Nathan. He paused in his explanation and glanced at Seraph, who shrugged back at him.

“You understand what I’m talking about, don’t you?” Nathan asked, hoping that he was wrong.

“I know what a cascade is,” Narime muttered. Her lips thinned. “But I don’t know what the leylines have to do with heresy, or what a reverse cascade is. Leyline disruption is a common tool in warfare, as it shuts down magical communications and makes detection of covert activities harder. What makes it heretical?”

“You don’t know?” Seraph spluttered. “You were in line to become part of the Guardian Council of Kurai. How can you not know this?”

“I don’t know what I don’t know,” Narime said. “Why do you know about this supposed heresy, and why should I know it?”

“Because I was taught it by others from Kurai.” Seraph shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

Narime’s glare told a different story, but she let the topic shift back to the Federation’s actions.

This topic was complicated enough that it needed a proper explanation, Nathan realized.

He pushed his glass of cognac into the center of the table and pulled Fei’s whiskey next to it. She squawked and tried to retrieve her alcohol, but he batted her hand away and told her to stay still. She did, pouting all the while.

“Imagine that these glasses are binding stones,” Nathan said, pointing at the glasses of amber liquor. He dipped a finger into the whiskey and drew lines along the table using the liquid. One stretched between the two glasses, but most ran freely along the table, like streams running out from a river delta.

“Those are leylines,” Narime said.

“Yes. And every leyline connects to a binding stone,” Nathan said.

“I know this.”

“Then you should know that the binding stones are a confluence of leylines. This allows magic to flow from the binding stones through to leylines and into the rest of the world. Although we don’t know where that magic comes from.” He paused. “Demonic energy isn’t much different. We know it flows along the leylines because that’s what happens during a cascade.”

Narime nodded. “If a Bastion forcibly closes the portal or if the invasion is too large, then all of the excess energy flows into binding stones along the same leyline connection. That’s what makes cascades so dangerous, because countless portals can be hit by waves of demons at once.”

“What happens when the reverse occurs?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t follow. How can the demonic energy be in the leylines to begin with? Unless an invasion occurs, the demonic energy is contained in the portal,” Narime said.

“Or does it? Cascades prove that demonic energy can escape into the leylines. What if the same is true of leyline disruption? Don’t answer that, because we already know. Demonic portals form away from binding stones. Huge gaping portals appear in the wilderness, and armies of demons pour forth from them.” Nathan drew lines in the whiskey where the leylines were.

“That’s… Then what’s a reverse cascade?” Narime asked, eyes wide.

“When leyline disruption is stopped before a portal can form, all the demonic energy snaps back to its origin. This causes an enormous invasion similar to a cascade. That’s what I had to stop during summer, when the Federation attacked. And, as you know, defeating a demonic invasion only makes things worse. The portal is showing incredibly unusual activity, and that almost certainly means a Messenger will arrive shortly,” Nathan explained.

A silence followed Nathan’s words. Narime stared at his crude visual aids on the table, as if trying to picture how they might appear in reality. A difficult thing to do, given leylines didn’t have a physical existence. Magic wasn’t tangible until converted into a spell. Leylines did have a physical location, but you couldn’t touch or feel them with your body.

“So, the Federation attempted to trigger a demonic invasion in the Empire?” Narime said.

“Yes.”

“And when that failed, they launched an attack while you were dealing with a much more powerful invasion, one that was caused as a direct result of the Federation’s tampering?”

“Yes.”

Another silence. Then, “That does sound like heresy. But what of Seraph?” Narime glanced over at Seraph, who didn’t meet her eyes.

“For one thing, she’s assisting the Empire as a form of repentance for her actions. As a representative of the Watcher Omria, I feel that’s sufficient,” Nathan said.

“I imagine you would,” Narime said drily, although it lacked any heat.

“More to the point, a Champion isn’t accountable for heresy committed by their Bastion or nation. Champions are weapons and receive special treatment in many laws. If we allow Seraph to be scapegoated for the heresy of Theus or Torneus, it sets a poor precedent,” Nathan said.

“I’m not sure I appreciate being called a weapon. Is that how you like to be thought of, Seraph?” Narime said.

“I’m no longer Torneus’s puppet, unlike you. Words are meaningless,” Seraph said.

Narime let out a deep breath. She swirled her schnaps.

Seeing her weakness, Nathan gave one last push. “This is why negotiations haven’t happened so far. Torneus knows that waiting helps him. Is that the sort of person you want to support?”


Chapter 7




“I’m not here to support Torneus, I’m here to stop a war,” Narime said, looking Nathan in the eye.

The moment passed. Narime straightened her back and drained her glass, before flicking it along the table. It made a series of clicking noises when it came to a spinning stop at the far end, far from her reach. A clear sign that she wanted to get to the heart of tonight’s discussion.

Nathan remained uncertain of whether he had misstepped or had simply misjudged Narime’s uncertainty. There was a reason she had been a close adviser of his in his timeline.

Unlike most of his other Champions, Narime was both wiser and more experienced than he was. She had centuries of experience and a wealth of political expertise.

Nathan had bumbled his way through political meetings alongside Falmir’s princess, and only made it through due to her graces and the assistance of a far more experienced Bastion. Narime was an experienced diplomat.

Maybe he had overstated how badly the news about Torneus had affected her. She might be affecting a more personal demeanor in front of him to lower his guard.

Internally, he cursed as he realized that he had probably messed up from the start. His personal desire for Narime had blinded him.

Narime’s eyes narrowed as she watched him, but she said nothing. An eyebrow raised on Seraph’s face as she looked between the two of them. Only Fei appeared to miss the change in Nathan’s posture and attitude.

“Fair,” Nathan said, trying to keep his voice neutral. He took a deep breath and a slug of his cognac.

After a long second, he lowered his glass and continued, “Then we’re on the same page. None of us want a war.”

“If that were so, you wouldn’t have accused Torneus of heresy,” Narime said. “This would have been over long ago if you had—”

“You know better than that,” Nathan interrupted. “The heresy accusation is political. Do you really think what I’ve told you is enough to result in the execution of somebody as politically powerful as High Lord Torneus?” He scoffed.

Narime frowned. “So, this is all a game to you?”

Was she being intentionally obtuse? Narime was sharper than this. “No, it’s about avoiding a war. The Empire is in a difficult position right now. The Spires and Arcadia could be easily convinced to join a campaign against us. But heresy is enough to make them think twice, particularly given how much they… dislike humans.”

“Dislike is a rather kind way to put it,” Seraph said, amused. “Humans are treated like beastkin in the Spires and Arcadia.”

“I know,” Nathan said flatly. He remembered his first visit to the Spires. Falmir had needed their assistance to stop Torneus at the time.

Narime shifted uncomfortably. Unlike them, she was a mystic fox. Her magical nature meant she was treated rather well in Arcadia, and even the dark elves respected her, despite their insular nature. Nathan knew that the Federation’s good relations with the Spires and Arcadia were due in part to her and the other mystic foxes in the Federation.

“So, you’ve accused Torneus of heresy to keep other nations out of this war. You say it’s with good cause, but there’s not enough evidence to try to convict him. But you want to negotiate for peace?” Narime summarized.

“Yes. The question is: will Torneus allow us to disturb his plans and stop a war that he began?” Nathan said.

“That doesn’t matter.” Narime shook her head, her fluffy ears flapping. “The other regents have no interest in a prolonged war. Torneus delayed the start of negotiations and the Empire didn’t reply. I’m not sure why—”

“An internal issue in the Empire,” Nathan said. He remained suspicious of the timing of the Nationalist faction causing issues with Falmir, although perhaps Torneus had simply picked his opportunity. “But if you can restart negotiations, I think I know someone who can help.”

“Then we are partners?” Narime asked, raising an eyebrow.

“If you’ll shake on it.” Nathan’s lips quirked, and he reached out with a hand.

She frowned at his outstretched arm. “This isn’t some stupid dog joke, is it?”

He blinked. What?

Seraph explained, “Foxes are dogs, and some in the Federation find that hilarious.”

“No, it’s not a joke. It’s a handshake.” Nathan couldn’t believe he was explaining this.

Really, people actually thought of mystic foxes as dogs? Leaving aside their mass of tails, that seemed like a good way to mysteriously disappear, given the leeway foxes had in the Federation.

Narime took Nathan’s outstretched hand, her grip light and awkward.

“I’ll organize neutral territory to meet in,” Nathan said as their hands fell to their sides. The two of them remained standing. “But you’ll need to ensure that the Federation takes this seriously, and that this takes place before the end of winter. Once spring arrives, I’ll have no choice but to resume the war. I am a Bastion of the Anfang Empire, and my duty is to protect the eastern border. I won’t allow Torneus to stall me.”

“Even if that means countless people die?” Narime asked.

“Do you really think fewer people will die if Torneus gets his way?” Nathan said, pushing the Torneus point harder. “The only thing more damaging than war is a war that nobody has planned for. Just look at what’s happening between the Empire and Trafaumh right now.”

Nodding cautiously, Narime let the topic drop. She left in short order and with a short bow. Sen reappeared, standing outside the room. She gave Fei a questioning look, but the catgirl ignored Sen and remained inside the room.

That suited Nathan fine, as he needed to debrief Seraph. Fei had a role in guarding the fortress, and she was his most trusted Champion. He dismissed Sen, and she escorted Narime to a room in the castle.

When he turned back, the schnaps bottle was missing from the table. Seraph shut the cabinet doors. He hoped that she had tucked his cognac away properly.

The glasses remained on the table, although only his glass had anything left in it. He knocked back the remaining dregs and dropped it back on the glass tabletop with a clink.

Seraph waved a hand around the room and held her other against her ear. Understanding her point, Nathan double-checked the protections on the room.

Each room was magically warded to prevent eavesdropping. At the same time, it was possible for Narime to pierce them if she tried. Nathan couldn’t sense anything, even with the aid of the binding stone, so he had no choice but to assume the wards were working. Or perhaps Narime wasn’t attempting to eavesdrop.

Being caught spying on your host was a grave insult at best and was grounds for expulsion or worse, most of the time. Narime surely sensed the protections on the room. She had been offput by the protections around the binding stone and would have been on high alert. Hopefully, that would prevent her from prying and putting him in a difficult position.

“We’re fine,” Nathan said. He wandered over to the window. He couldn’t see a thing out of it due to the ice covering it.

“What do you plan to do about her?” Seraph asked.

“See if she can organize negotiations between us and the Federation.”

There was a long pause. Nathan wasn’t facing the women in the room, but he imagined they were looking at each other in disbelief.

“You have two duogem Champions from the Federation in your fortress. This is an opportunity you’re not going to have again,” Seraph said. “Jorin’s wounded, which means Narime is vulnerable. If all of us strike at once during the night…” she trailed off.

Nathan turned to face Seraph with a flat look on his face. “Then she teleports away and we lose a valuable opportunity to either weaken Torneus, or convince Narime that she’s wasting her time.”

“So, you are trying to convince her to join you,” Seraph said. “Why are you so interested in her?”

Seraph’s face was expressionless. The same couldn’t be said of Fei, who was openly pouting.

“Because she’s a powerful mystic fox with considerable knowledge of magic and the world,” Nathan answered, telling a half-truth.

“No sexual interest at all?” Seraph teased.

Ignoring the jab, Nathan continued, “We also need allies if we’re going to stop the Federation in the long-term. Didn’t we agree that any peace treaty would be temporary, given Torneus’s ambitions?”

“We did. I also think you’re underestimating her.” Seraph bit her lip, which was an unusual expression for her. “You’ll dislike this comparison, but…”

“But?”

“But you and Torneus are similar in a lot of ways, and the way you tried to play Narime reminded me a lot of him,” Seraph said.

Nathan nearly reeled from her words but kept his shock from showing on his face. Or at least, he thought he did.

“I said you would dislike it,” Seraph said with a shrug.

“I don’t think Nathan’s bad,” Fei muttered, glaring at Seraph.

“He’s not bad. Sometimes being the big, bad manipulator is necessary. But Narime’s an old fox. She’s going to react poorly to somebody trying to manipulate her. Unlike us, she’s here for the sake of others. Torneus being a bastard isn’t going to make her turn on her race, even if the Federation has practically caged it.” Seraph shrugged.

“She needs to feel that the status quo is more dangerous than change,” Nathan surmised. “And that we are the change that she needs in her life.”

Seraph gave him an upturned look. “And you acted surprised when I compared you to Torneus.”

Nathan winced and looked away, while Fei frowned. Maybe he was becoming more manipulative while he was here.

But what choice did he have? Nobody knew the things he did. If he didn’t actively push people and events toward a conclusion he wanted, then the world would come to the same violent end he had already witnessed. And he had no guarantee that Kadria would—or even if she could—send him back in time again.

He filed Seraph’s words away in the back of his mind, however. If he was changing, then that might make it harder to convince the women from his timeline to join him. Narime wasn’t drastically different. He saw no reason to rely on Kadria to convert her to his side.

If he couldn’t find a way to bring one of his closest friends to his side, did he really have a chance to change the world?

“We’re not hurting her,” Nathan said, bringing the topic back to its roots. “I imagine she’ll leave shortly anyway, given she needs to convince the Federation to meet with us. While she’s here, I’ll need you to stay at Gharrick Pass, Seraph.”

“I was going to stay here whether you ordered me to or not,” Seraph said. “What Champion would leave their Bastion alone with two duogem Champions from another country?” Her eyes flashed.

“Fei, you’ll be in charge of security,” Nathan said, ignoring Seraph’s words. The catgirl yelped at the sudden order. “Your flames consume magic, which means you can counter Narime if necessary. I doubt you’ll need to, however.”

“Um, what about the knights and their training?” Fei asked, thinking about her orders from earlier.

“You’ll need to manage both your knights and the security of the fortress. Sunstorm will be busy scouting for suitable locations to hold negotiations.” Nathan inclined his head toward Seraph. “I assume you’ll have no trouble if she’s your subordinate?”

“Given I worked with her when I tried to kill you, no,” Seraph said drily.

Nathan continued, “And Sen needs to focus on her sorcery. She still has a long way to go before she can match somebody such as Narime, and she can’t rely on gaining additional gems. That means you have a lot of responsibility, Fei.”

Fei’s mouth repeated his last words, her lips quirking upward.

“And how are we going to respond? Anna seemed convinced that the Emperor was ignoring this issue in favor of Falmir,” Seraph said.

“The same way I’ve dealt with everything political,” Nathan said with a grin. “By tagging in Leopold. I’ll have the old man pull his weight for once.”


Chapter 8




Contrary to Nathan’s belief, Narime didn’t leave the fortress. Instead, she sent Jorin, the male Champion who had accompanied her, back to the Federation in her stead. Then she made herself comfortable in the fortress.

Narime’s tails became a familiar sight at meals. She cloistered herself in the library most nights, either reading or preparing letters.

Despite the advent of the wireless and magical encryption, snail mail remained a popular form of communication. Many nobles had yet to install a wireless in their homes, or they lived too far from the leylines for reliable communication. This was rarely a concern for the military and those who lived in major cities, as almost every major fortress, mage tower, town, and city sat on top of a leyline.

Magic had been the secret to humanity’s power since time immemorial. A leyline was as important as any river. Arguably more so, as mages could create water with magic, but the opposite didn’t apply. These days, the wireless only made leylines even more important. The immense power draw of magical barriers would only increase the strategic need for fortresses to be built atop leylines.

But that was years in the future. Your average peasant didn’t even know what the wireless was. But a horseless mail carriage trundled through most villages regularly, collecting and delivering mail on a regular basis. The magical engines that powered the carriages relied on leylines, and their invention had drastically reduced the cost of transportation and mail delivery. The logistics of long-distance delivery of packages, letters, and other lightweight goods changed overnight.

Most of Narime’s letters went into those mail carriages. One went through the pass daily, given how much communication took place between the Empire and Federation. Messengers on fast horses still had their place, but they were a dying premium service, promising same-day delivery over tremendous distances. Given the fastest method was to find somebody with the wireless, the day would soon come when only remote areas sent messages by horseback.

Nathan doubted that all of Narime’s letters went into the mail carriages. She sealed her letters with magic, which prevented anybody from opening them and protected them from damage, but she had no way of guaranteeing they would be delivered. It would be trivial for somebody to ambush the mail carriage or stop the letter at the destination.

In his timeline, her method for fast delivery had been to teleport the letters. But to do so, she needed to have intimate knowledge of both the destination and the person she was delivering it to. Maybe some recipients were in locations she didn’t know.

Or perhaps she was trying to throw him off and the letters in the carriages were all a sham.

It didn’t matter.

What did matter was what Narime did at meals. She pestered Nathan with questions about the fortress, the magic he used, how he had built it so fast, and the spatial techniques he used. He hedged and dodged as much as he could.

Every time he answered, he felt Narime growing more and more prickly, as if she was narrowing in on the fact that a mystic fox had taught him what he knew.

Which was true, and the precise reason he was unwilling to tell her the truth.

Nobody else intervened, and Nathan spent every meal with the silver-tailed fox by his side. It wasn’t the way he envisaged spending time with her, even if he did enjoy it in a way. He had missed her more than he had thought, and he sometimes fell asleep imagining her voice from earlier in the day.

Today, he escaped her by teaching Sen a lesson out in the rear courtyard of the fortress. The training yard was full of soldiers. Their shouts pierced the chill, and the clatter of their weapons on armor was almost rhythmic. Fei and her knights were sparring somewhere in their midst.

No doubt somebody was still building up the betting pool on how many days before one of the knights finally beat Fei in a spar. The catgirl was growing more and more cocky as she swatted her company of beastkin down time and time again, but her enhancement didn’t make her undefeatable. Eventually, she’d slip up and lose.

Nathan had a small bet of his own on a couple of wolfgirls in her company. Capable knights often made good Champions, and if they proved capable, he’d begin training them himself. He kept his bets secret, however.

Fei would take the revelation poorly if she found out. Also, the entire betting pool would be ruined once anybody found out who he was backing.

Farther down the courtyard, Nathan, Sen, and Vera stood in a barren patch of dirt close to the wall. Trees creaked near them, their branches nothing but empty sticks given the time of year. The ground was stiff, but there was plenty of it and nothing flammable nearby. Enough room to use some spells without burning the fortress down.

Nathan and Sen wore their uniforms and were dressed simply. As usual, Vera dressed up. Although it might be more accurate to say she wore her usual clothes. Her blue robe clung to her figure and would normally emphasize her plentiful cleavage. Today, her gleaming white jacket covered her up. Presumably, she felt cold. Her long red hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, which was a recent change.

“Shouldn’t supercharging a spell raise its rank? I don’t get it,” Sen said, her tone huffy. “You say that a supercharged spell is roughly the same as a spell one rank higher. I even tested this with Ifrit and you’re right. So, doesn’t that mean if I supercharge a third rank spell, it becomes as fourth rank spell?”

“The rank of a spell is typically used to measure complexity. Supercharging a spell doesn’t make a spell more complex, just more difficult to cast,” Nathan said. When Sen opened her mouth to protest again, Nathan raised a hand to stop her. “What’s one plus one?”

“Two,” Sen said. She frowned.

“What’s one hundred plus one hundred?”

“Two hundred. The fuck are you asking this for?” Sen spat.

“Language,” Nathan said.

“You and Ifrit are both such old men,” Sen grumbled. “I swear you communicate telepathically. How else do you both bitch at me at the same time?”

Nathan ignored her rising anger and continued his lesson. “Did it become more complex to add together a larger number?”

Sen blinked. “Uh… I guess not? I mean, you gave me easy numbers.”

“Then add together other ones in your head. The result is the same. Arithmetic doesn’t change just because the numbers become bigger. It just becomes longer and more tedious. That’s the difference between the rank of a spell and supercharging.” Nathan raised a hand, and two triangles appeared on each side of it. “Casting two of the same spell in sync to achieve a single spell of increased power doesn’t increase the complexity of the spell. But it is harder to do this. The same applies to when you cast several of the same spell separately.” Multiple triangles appear over his fingers.

“Okay, I call bullshit on that.” Sen pointed an accusing finger at him. “I’ve been trying to do that for weeks now. Every single day, I try to cast more than two spells at once and I just can’t. It’s insanely hard. How do you even do that, and how can you say with a straight face that it’s not complicated?”

Vera chimed in, “She’s right. Multicasting is quite hard. Supercharging is relatively easy, but multicasting involves directing the spells independently. It’s a difficult skill. It took me years to work out how to cast three spells using my staff. I can’t even imagine doing five at once using only my fingers.”

“Hah, cornered.” Sen grinned at him. “So, why isn’t it a higher rank of spell?”

Nathan frowned. He hadn’t realized that multicasting was so difficult. He had struggled with the technique when he was younger. But it was a vital battle skill. Many spells that affected many enemies were too weak to punch through heavy armor or to affect stronger demons. By casting a single but more powerful spell multiple times, Nathan could rely on simple spells while fighting more dangerous foes.

And simple spells took a lot less time to cast. That was time that prevented him from having his head caved in many, many times.

“Alright, let’s go into the nitty gritty,” Nathan said with a sigh. “Like I said, rank is typically used to measure complexity. In reality, it’s only about the level of efficiency.”

Once again, a triangle appeared in front of Nathan’s hand. “You recognize this, right?”

“Yeah, the shapes indicate the rank of the spell we’re casting,” Sen said.

Vera was nodding along, but then shot a look of surprise at Sen. Her eyes bounced between Nathan and Sen, as if asking if she had heard right.

“You’ve got the wrong way around,” Nathan said.

In the next moment, the triangle turned into a square. Sen blinked.

Then the square became a pentagram. Then a hexagon. Sen’s eyes grew wide enough to nearly eclipse her head. Nathan was casting a six-rank spell and had started it without even finishing his earlier spells.

Then the hexagon became a heptagon, then an octagon, then a nonagon. Sen began to back away, looking around wildly.

Then, finally, the nonagon became a decagon, with ten lines of blue light hanging in the air forming the shape. This was the most sides any spell frame normally had, as spells never went above tenth rank.

“How…” Sen began to ask, her arms and legs shaking.

Nathan tried not to laugh. “You realize that there’s no magic in this, don’t you? The shape is known as a spell frame. We then cast the spell into it, and it focuses the spell.”

“Eh?” Sen blurted out.

“My mentor did the same thing,” Vera said, shaking her head. “Although it was as part of a punishment. I thought he was about to erase me from existence. Although I was all of ten years old at the time. I can’t believe you can cast a sixth rank spell when you don’t even know about spell frames.”

Sen’s mouth opened and closed several times as she stared at the decagon hanging over Nathan’s hand. “So… you can’t cast a tenth rank spell?”

“Absolutely not.” Nathan let out a bark of laughter. “Tenth rank spells are the domain of the goddess. The only time in recorded history that one has been cast was with her aid.”

The highest rank of spell that Nathan knew was possible by mortals was ninth rank. And casting it had consumed the life of the Bastion who had used it, along with exhausting the reserves of several binding stones.

It had been the most destructive spell Nathan had ever witnessed, and he hadn’t been anywhere near it. Everything in the center of Trafaumh had been reduced to a wasteland of ash and barren dirt.

“That’s not a happy look on your face,” Vera said.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said, dismissing his dark thoughts. “This spell frame is what sorcerers use to cast spells efficiently. You fill each part of the frame with part of the spell, and the frame reflects it onto every other piece. That’s why spells double in strength every time they go up in rank, because adding a new side to the frame double the number of reflections.”

“So why not use the biggest frame?” Sen asked.

“Because you need to fill each part of the frame. And you can’t just do that at random. Spell frames must be tailored to the spell you’re casting. They also act as amplifiers. If you cast a weak spell in a sixth rank frame, you’ll get a much more powerful spell.”

“Then use less magic?” Sen suggested.

“The frame will fail,” Vera said, arms crossed. “You already know that part. If you don’t feed a spell enough magic, it fizzles out. That’s because the frame has overheads. Bigger frames have bigger overheads, and a tenth rank frame has an overhead larger than any spell you’ve ever cast. That’s before you’ve even begun casting the spell itself. There’s a break-even point where it’s smarter to use a lower rank frame. So, we use the right frame for the right job, and use tricks like multicasting and supercharging to cheat if necessary.”

Sen scowled. “So, I can’t just invent a seventh rank Inferno Tornado, supercharge it, and become the greatest sorceress in Doumahr?”

“No.”

“Damn.”

A deep chuckle broke up their discussion. An old man approached them, wearing the Bastion uniform of the Empire and no regalia. As always, Leopold’s gray hair was trim and his sideburns thick but well-groomed. Nathan noted that his face appeared craggier than the last time they had met. The recent time in the Diet had not been good for Leopold’s health, although Nathan doubted the old man would retire any time soon.

Leopold had proven strong enough to fight toe-to-toe with Seraph, even if he was nowhere near strong enough to defeat her. His advanced age had yet to weaken him.

“The three of you are tucked away in the back of the fortress like conspirators planning a heist,” Leopold said, a glint in his eyes. “I assumed you would be talking about something more secretive, such as binding stones or Bastions. But I suppose learning about sorcery is important.”

He almost sounded disappointed.

Vera’s shoulders hunched, but she kept her face impassive. Her eyes flickered between Nathan and Leopold, and she waited for him to take the lead. Next to her, Sen crossed her arms and huffed.

“It’s very important,” Sen said. “Unlike you, I can’t cheat, wave my hands, and make things appear from thin air.”

“I don’t believe I did that at all at Fort Taubrum,” Leopold said. “And as somebody with the power of an ifrit within them, I don’t think you’re in any position to accuse others of cheating.”

Sen clammed up. Leopold’s lips quirked upward.

With a sigh, Nathan said, “We’re not here to conspire. We’re here to avoid anything important burning down. It’s too damn cold to head out into the nearby forest or clearings if we’re not casting anything big.”

“Cold is right,” Vera muttered. Then she said, “The two of you are about to go off and bully some maids for lunch, but I believe I am owed a particular piece of knowledge. You still haven’t told me why the magic you use as a Bastion doesn’t use spell frames or ranks.”

Leopold raised an eyebrow but gestured for Nathan to continue. He took that as a sign that Leopold wouldn’t execute him for heresy if he told Vera a few things.

But Nathan was going to be careful about what he did say. Some of what he knew were things that had been learned due to a decade of conflict with Messengers, from a timeline where Bastions had been forced to learn fast or die faster.

Nathan rubbed his chin, trying to work out where to start. “We do use spell frames sometimes.”

“And that’s what confuses me. Sorcerers use spell frames to be more efficient, but you don’t bother half the time. And you’ve said before that your binding stone magic is very inefficient.”

“That’s because it is,” Nathan said. “I’m a sorcerer, so I still cast spells normally with spell frames. But while you can only rely on your internal magical reserves and the magic around you, such as a leyline—”

“Or Ifrit,” Sen chirped.

“Yes, and you can use Ifrit’s magical reserves,” Nathan added. “I can add power from the binding stone to my spells. But it’s like pouring a bag of flour directly into a funnel the size of my fist. A lot of that power is lost, because it’s different to the magic in our bodies and the world around us.”

Vera’s frown deepened. “That sounds like you’re not really using the binding stone for sorcery.”

“He’s not,” Leopold said. “In case you forgot, I’m not a sorcerer.”

Nathan nodded. “I can use the binding stone to empower my sorcery. But it’s one part of what it can do. What you’re asking about is what is usually called ‘binding stone magic,’ and it’s a poorly understood art. It doesn’t use spell frames, because the power from the binding stone doesn’t work with them. And nobody has devised a spell frame for one. Everything we do with a binding stone is the equivalent of a rank one spell, which means everything costs orders of magnitude more magic.”

“And what if a Bastion learns how to use spell frames? If you can already build a castle in a few days now, what couldn’t you do with that power once you know how to use it efficiently?” Vera pressed.

Leopold coughed. A sure sign that he disliked where this conversation was going.

But Nathan was unconcerned.

“Given Bastions never developed spell frames for binding stone magic during the time that the goddess herself was with us, it’s probably impossible,” Nathan said. “She helped a Bastion cast a tenth rank spell. It’s not as though the Watcher Omria had issues with teaching us great things.”

“That’s something I hadn’t considered before,” Leopold muttered. “Most of the magical scientists have a rather negative opinion of those from the past. But you make a good point that they did things with the goddess’s aid that we have never repeated.”

Nathan also knew two more things, giving him more than a blind belief in the Watcher Omria’s greatness.

No Bastion had ever devised such a spell frame, even in the face of the end of Doumahr and some of the greatest magical advancements ever made.

And Nathan now strongly suspected that Messengers used the same magic that Bastions did. Kadria kept pushing Nathan to replicate her techniques and appeared to be using binding stone magic. If that was the case, she didn’t use spell frames but was capable of feats of magic he had thought impossible before meeting her.

“In any case, I believe we have a fox that needs discussing,” Leopold said, clapping a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “It’s always curious to see these discussions, but duty calls.”


Chapter 9




Leopold led Nathan through the courtyard, toward the many tables set out on the upper level. Months ago, there had only been a few tables here for when Nathan or a few guards felt like snacking outside. Now, the upper level was full of long wooden tables and benches for soldiers to rest at.

Once their training was finished, the cooks would bring out food and drink for the tired soldiers. It was important to eat after training, and the keep was off-limits to many of the soldiers stationed here. For security reasons, Nathan had separated the guards who were permanently stationed at Gharrick Pass from the soldiers that merely trained here.

Allowing new recruits free rein in the keep could end poorly, given the current situation with the Federation.

As such, the soldiers ate outside. Braziers for heating were spaced out between the tables, and these operated using magic from the binding stone. Nathan wasn’t going to punish the soldiers by making them eat in the cold.

A cheer went up from one of the sparring rings. Fei pumped a fist in the air, before helping a wolfgirl knight to her feet.

It would be a little longer before Nathan would win his bet, he noted.

The two men took a seat at one of the tables. Within moments, one of the servants brought out steaming hot mugs of coffee for them.

Leopold wasted no time before adding a glug of something from a silver flask to his coffee. Brandy, probably.

“You said we’re talking about Narime. What about negotiations with the Federation?” Nathan asked.

“We’ll talk about both things. But a duogem Champion from an enemy nation takes priority,” Leopold said.

The coffee was too bitter, but the heat was appreciated.

Not long after, two heaping plates of food were dropped off. Smoked pork sausages as thick as Nathan’s wrist sat atop a bed of pickled cabbage and onions. A thick brown sauce formed from fat, cooking juices, and spices oozed along the food. Two tankards of pale beer were served shortly afterward.

Being winter, the food was simpler. Almost everything was preserved. Pickling, smoking, curing. Fortunately, the Empire had centuries of experience, and the chefs and cooks had learned how to make the food flavorsome despite the need to preserve the food. The one advantage of winter was that it meant there was a lot more lager to go around, as it was the easiest time to brew it.

Nathan still looked forward to the end of winter, even though it would bring war. He was no fan of the cold.

“Let’s start with the obvious,” Leopold said, as he cut into a massive sausage. “Has she done anything?”

“Other than poking around, no. I mentioned the original encounter, but she’s been well-behaved since.”

Leopold grunted. “But I’m betting she’s constantly pressing you for information on the Empire. Kuda mentioned she spends a lot of time asking you questions, and you’re noticeably evasive.”

So that’s how it appeared to others. Everybody kept their distance, and only the guards got close to her for security reasons.

“She’s interested in my abilities as a Bastion,” Nathan admitted.

“That’s not something I like hearing. Whatever her primary intentions, she is hunting for a weakness at the same time.” Leopold grimaced as he finished his coffee, pushing the mug aside and pulling up his tankard. “Either she finds something to use against you in battle, or blackmail material.”

“What would she blackmail me with?” Nathan asked. It was a stupid question, given he could imagine a dozen things off the top of his head.

Leopold chuckled darkly. “For one thing, there are a lot of rumors about how you became such a competent Bastion so quickly. I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, particularly one that’s trampling all over my opponents. But your father is in open disbelief that you are apparently a highly capable Bastion.”

“Given his personal beliefs, doesn’t he hold that opinion about a lot of people?” Nathan said. He didn’t know his father well, but he knew of him.

Tharban von Straub, otherwise known as the Crimson Warhound, wasn’t the most famous of Bastions. Nobody sung about him, and he didn’t have a place in the history books in Nathan’s timeline. The rapid fall of the Empire had left Tharban in the lurch, and he had died in a battle that nobody remembered.

But everybody who met the man remembered him. Tharban was the sort of person who generated strong opinions. If Nathan asked somebody about him, they typically reacted one of two ways.

The first was that they respected the man but thought of him as an awful person and all-around jackass.

The second was that they immediately spewed vitriol about how Tharban was a blight on humanity and his death made the world a nicer place.

Nobody ever said good things about Tharban. He was that sort of person. A competent asshole at best, and everybody moved on once he was dead. Even his former Champions had hated him.

“Your father’s a powerful man, right now,” Leopold warned. “As much as you may dislike him, and feel you’re out of his reach, he’s going to do everything he can to bring you down. I recommend not giving him an opening. The Federation will spread false rumors about you if it gets even an inkling that something is off.”

“It would be nice if the Empire could focus on its external enemies,” Nathan said.

“And I would like to be able to retire to a nice manor by the coast with a dozen beastkin maids who love me dearly,” Leopold retorted. “For now, I make do with my Champions in between all the politics and battles. I recommend you do the same.”

That was the closest thing to a rebuke that Nathan had received from the old man. He was evidently worrying Leopold.

“I get it. I’m not flirting with her or giving her intel,” Nathan said. “But this is an opportunity we shouldn’t abandon. If she fulfills her end of the bargain, we could avoid a lot of trouble. Anna told me that we didn’t get any resources to support a war against the Federation.”

“It’s more accurate to say that nothing was decided on,” Leopold said.

“Which is the same thing. If all the nobles are still committed to our war against Trafaumh, then we’ll be going it alone.”

Leopold grunted. Most of his food had disappeared by now, save for some of his cabbage. He picked at it in between swigs of lager.

“Are you going to eat, or simply stare at the sausages?” Leopold asked, pointing his fork at Nathan’s half-finished plate. “They’re good, and I want to walk and talk.”

Nobody was around to hear Leopold’s grumbling, which Nathan considered a good thing. If Nathan found it odd to be on the receiving end of Leopold’s concern, then he found it stranger that Leopold was voicing it openly.

“I don’t remember you being so grumpy,” Nathan said. “I’d offer you some of my food, but I feel that your problem isn’t food-related.”

Leopold paused, his tankard halfway to his mouth. His lips curled for a moment, then turned into a thin line before the scowl formed. “Sorry,” he grumbled.

“Anna gave me the impression that things were rough in the Capital. You’re giving me the impression that things are much tenser than even she saw.”

Dropping his tankard on the table with a thunk, Leopold signaled to one of the servants nearby. She whisked away the glass and replaced it with another lager.

“It’s been a long winter,” Leopold said. “Long enough that I’ve somehow missed you recruiting your own army and hiring half the beastkin in the valley. You’ll spook people once they notice this sort of thing.”

“The beastkin approach me,” Nathan said drily. “I’m limiting how many I allow into the military, because I’m only training the soldiers on behalf of Anna, but that hasn’t stopped dozens of them swarming every servant position in the castle.”

“I’d say you’re paying them too much, but I doubt it’s any more than I pay my servants,” Leopold said. “Reputation is a funny thing. His Majesty banned the last remnants of slavery, but its legacy lives on. The beastkin remain skittish, but somehow you’ve won them over quickly.”

“And, once again, my father dislikes that.”

“Yes.” Leopold smirked. “He’s made life difficult recently, but I can at least enjoy his discomfort regarding you.”

Silence fell over them, broken only by the clinking of Nathan’s cutlery as he polished off his meal. The moment Nathan pushed his plate away, Leopold stood up. He gestured using his tankard. Nathan got the message.

The pair of them began to walk a circuit around the keep, taking swigs of beer as they went. The bustle of the training vanished behind them. The pathways around the side of the keep were almost empty, beside a few wandering guards. They saluted, but otherwise kept their distance.

“I’ve had more than a few late nights with His Majesty,” Leopold said. “We play chess, discuss plans and strategies, and polish off most of a bottle of brandy.”

“I didn’t take the Emperor as much of a drinker.”

“He isn’t.” Leopold frowned. “Or hasn’t been since he was young.”

Nathan didn’t respond.

“Anna’s summary is largely correct. The Diet was a disaster. It was a reminder that no matter how many mistakes the Nationalists make, they remain powerful. Nobles aren’t elected, after all.” The old man chuckled darkly. “The public mood has turned against them. Nobody likes being dragged off to war time and time again, especially when they think that war is pointless.”

“If the Emperor has the support of most of the people, can’t he push aside the nobles opposing him? He has at least one archduke on his side, and most of the soldiers will side with him given he is, well, the Emperor,” Nathan suggested.

“And risk civil war?” Leopold shook his head. “We need to find a way through this mess that doesn’t end with the capital ablaze and the Empire’s Bastions fighting one another. I dislike your father, but I don’t intend to kill him in battle.”

“Does he feel the same?” Nathan said, and immediately regretted it.

Leopold grimaced and held his tankard against his lips for several seconds. When he lowered it, he changed the subject. “For the time being, I’m in charge of negotiations with the Federation. Until you contacted me, I assumed that was a meaningless gesture. His Majesty can’t provide me with his public support while the issue with Falmir remains unresolved, and he lacks enough people that he trusts to spread himself thin.”

“What about the Imperial family?”

“As I said, His Majesty lacks enough people that he trusts.”

No wonder the Emperor was drinking again. His own children and grandchildren might be plotting against him.

“Are they angling to replace him or…” Nathan trailed off.

“Maybe, but anybody working with the Nationalists will never become Emperor. The issue is that while he is Emperor Gorthal, he was born Gorthal von Arangar. His Majesty has many powerful enemies in politics, and they’ll happily assault his family.”

Nathan sighed. “In other words, his family either supports the political opponents of the Emperor or they lose everything. They won’t ever become Emperor, so they can’t gain anything by helping him.” He frowned. “What about Princess Alice? Isn’t she still supporting her grandfather?”

Leopold stopped suddenly and gave Nathan a sharp look. “Where did you hear about that?”

One day, Nathan would stop stepping in metaphorical piles of shit that he had transported back in time.

It wasn’t as though Nathan could admit that he had heard about Alice’s loyalty to Emperor Gorthal from his time with Falmir’s princess. The two had been close friends prior to the fall of the Empire in his timeline.

“It was sometimes gossiped about back… I want to say home, but I suppose it’s not home anymore,” Nathan said, pretending that his slow reaction was because he felt uncomfortable talking about being disowned by his family.

“I can’t say that makes me feel better,” Leopold muttered. He drummed his fingers on his leg and stared into the distance for several long seconds. “Her Imperial Highness has been kept as a secret from most nobility for some time. That she’s been involved with His Majesty is something that few people are supposed to know.”

Oh. Wonderful.

“Which means…” Nathan lowered the tone of his voice.

“I have a few inquiries to make,” Leopold said, his gaze distant. “Particularly given something else that is currently happening.”

He shook his head. “But if nothing has happened yet, it can wait a few hours. You trust the fox enough to organize negotiations?”

“There’s already been a letter back from King George, one of the Federation regents. He won’t be there, but will send a representative,” Nathan said. “Seraph says it’s legitimate, and he is the regent with the greatest interest in peace.”

Leopold gave Nathan an odd look. “Seraph says so, does she?”

“You don’t trust her, either?”

“That’s not it. You’ve bound her using the binding stone. But I expected her to cause you more difficulty, not to roll over and become your loyal dog.” The old man scratched at his sideburns. “You have a knack for building loyalty and trust in people that I wish I had. Or perhaps I did have it, and years of politics have worn it away.”

A wind blew past them, and both of them huddled behind a storehouse while it passed. Their tankards were empty, and the front courtyard was still a few minutes’ walk away.

“I’ll have Anna help with negotiations,” Leopold said.

“Is that important?” Nathan asked.

“Very. Like I said, His Majesty only asked me to handle negotiations as a symbolic gesture. Both of us are Bastions. Soldiers in the Imperial Army. We don’t have the authority to conduct diplomacy.”

“You say that now, but I’m pretty sure we started a war,” Nathan said.

“Technically, Anna started a war.”

“Ah. No wonder she’s grumpy. I get all the kudos, and everybody blames her.”

The two men chuckled in the empty, cold shadow of the keep.

“Archduke von Milgar should be willing to back her, so that will give her enough authority to negotiate with the Federation without returning to the Diet,” Leopold said. “We just need to make sure that this isn’t a trap, and that Torneus shows up. Without him, it will be a waste of time.”

Nathan got the message. He needed to know that Narime was trustworthy.

Fortunately, he already knew that. Or he thought he did.


Chapter 10




It didn’t take long for Nathan to find out that he was dreaming.

Faded sandstone walls towered over him. The floor was a deep, dark slate that was so cold that the chill wormed its way through Nathan’s boots. Numerous balconies hung from the walls, and they were a patchwork of different types of sandstone and marble. Jewels of all shapes and colors glittered from the walls.

Behind Nathan was a void. No, not a void. Just a very long drop.

Dozens of similar towers rose from the ground, although none of them were as tall as the one that Nathan stood on. The ground was so far below him that the farmland looked like a painting. A nightmarish sprawl of buildings stretched out for miles from the towers, before slowly petering out into paddocks and villages.

If Nathan had the ability to look around the tower, he knew that he would see a mountain range. The northern end of the Gharrick Mountains, in fact.

He was standing atop the Capitol Spire in the largest city in Doumahr. Given the people standing near him, he recognized this memory.

The Aurelian Spires were a city-state, but not just any city-state. It was one built from some of the oldest, largest buildings in the world. The sandstone towers were older than the Anfang Empire and believed to be built by the First Peoples.

Now, the Spires were occupied almost exclusively by dark elves. Hundreds of them crowded the viewing balconies and hallways. Their skin ran the gamut from a soft brown that could be mistaken for a tan, to black ash. Human artists preferred to depict dark elves as either chocolate-skinned or with skin so gray they appeared undead, but reality was, as always, more complicated.

Five of the balconies were different to the others. They contained only a few dark elves, and each had a bored-looking noble sitting in an ostentatious throne. Jewelry hung from almost every part of their faces, and its worth was high enough that somebody could probably buy an estate with the head of one of these dark elves. Almost every dark elf had piercings of some form, and Nathan knew that there were far more piercings than could be seen. Particularly as the dark elf nobility were rather conservative in their clothing choices.

Beside Nathan were three people, none of whom he had met in his new timeline.

At the front stood a young woman with brown, curly hair that stretched to her waist. Her elegant blue and black dress hid most of her curves beneath frills, but no quantity of frills could hide the sheer size of her chest. Even Fei’s breasts couldn’t compete.

She was Princess Charlotte, the only daughter of Falmir’s king, and presently second-in-line for the throne.

Right now, she was giving a polished speech to the assembled dark elves. Nathan didn’t pay attention, as he knew the words by heart. Charlotte had forced him to listen to it at least a hundred times while she practiced it, and he couldn’t forget it even if he tried.

But the dark elves didn’t appear to care. A man stood to the side of Nathan’s party and spoke every time Charlotte paused. She let him finish each time, before continuing. The man was a translator. At least officially.

In truth, the dark elf councilors—and probably every other dark elf in this spire—spoke perfect Imperial, which was the language of diplomacy and trade. The translator was an insult, and also a reminder that they weren’t dark elves. The councilors sitting in the balconies never reacted to Charlotte’s words, but they sometimes nodded when the translator spoke.

Another dark elf stood next to Charlotte, although this one was underdressed compared to every other dark elf in the hall. Her name was Nurevia, and she was the only dark elf openly supporting Charlotte and Nathan. A pair of amethysts sat in her collarbone, and she wore more than a dozen empty sheathes of all shapes and sizes. Her weapons had been placed in safekeeping prior to entering the hall.

Behind Charlotte, and next to Nathan, stood an older man. He persistently lied about his age but had eventually revealed it to Nathan over drinks years later. This was Gareth, a Bastion in his early forties who was considered one of Falmir’s greatest Bastions. Or at least, he was now. Until the fall of the Empire, he had been assigned to the middle of nowhere.

Nathan counted Gareth as one of his closest friends. His death in Trafaumh still haunted Nathan. For everything that Nathan learned from Gareth, it hadn’t been enough in the end.

Eventually, Charlotte’s speech wound down. The councilors remained silent. The dark elves in the crowd began to jeer in their native tongue. Nurevia scowled, and her fingers absently ran over her empty weapon sheathes. Laughter rained down on them as the silence from the councilors continued.

Nathan ignored the crowd. Or at least, he did mentally. His past self was furious, and he heard himself muttering to Gareth about what to do next.

“Stay calm. We knew this would happen,” Gareth muttered back.

Ah, youth. This trip to the Spires was Nathan’s first taste of true politics, and it hurt to see how stupid he had been. The signs were all there, but he had missed them in the midst of the crowd’s mocking.

The councilors looked at each other. One or two whispered to aides and confidants. None of them spoke aloud or backed the crowd. These dark elves were some of the wealthiest individuals in the Spires, but they were also elected to their positions by the dark elves.

One of the councilors gestured in the air. The crowd didn’t respond, but the dozens of guards posted in the hall did.

“The One True Council of Aurelia will have silence,” a guard bellowed. Every other guard slammed the hilts of their spears into the ground at the same time, the sound echoing off the stone and out into space.

The crowd shut up. Many glared at the guards for ruining their fun, and the guards glared back.

“The council will deliberate on the message from the Kingdom of Falmir. Anything less would be inconsiderate toward Champion Nurevia, and her contributions to the Watcher Omria. We shall deliver our decision directly to the petitioner once our deliberations are complete,” the central councilor stated.

“Such is the will of the One True Council of Aurelia,” the guards shouted, their voices synchronized with far too much precision. How many hours a day did they practice saying that line?

The crowd grumbled as the council left and the guards shooed them away. Their fun had been ruined. Sometimes, the guards forced people off the edge of the spire if the council was annoyed enough.

“That was a huge waste of time,” the young Nathan spat once they were alone. The four of them walked along a hallway toward their accommodation within the spire. Until the council made their decision, none of them could leave.

Charlotte sighed. “I had hoped that they would see reason but…”

“You’re giving up too quickly,” Gareth said. “If it was a waste of time, they would have joined the crowd in calling us idiots and thrown us out. You’re a princess, and as always, it’s protected you. I’ve said it before: use your position as a sword and shield. Right now, it’s forcing the council to listen. They’re not about to toss the Princess of Falmir off a spire.”

“Really? Because they didn’t really give a shit, Pike,” Nurevia said, calling Gareth by his surname. “I’ve seen more emotion from farm animals.”

“I’m not going to ask where a Champion like you has run into farm animals. Let alone sparked emotion from one,” Gareth said, a grin crossing his face.

“Fuck you.”

“I was implying something like that happened, yes.”

“Double fuck you.”

“Enough,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “We don’t really have a choice, do we? We can’t leave, and even if we did, we can’t stop the Federation without their help. Trafaumh has refused to help. Arcadia is in the middle of a civil war as the elves and beastkin try to overthrow the fairies. The dark elves are the only nation with a trigem Champion that can still help us stop High Lord Torneus.”

Even in the past, Torneus had been the greatest threat. Nathan wanted him out of the picture for good reason.

Nathan said goodbye to Charlotte as she entered her room, which was large enough to house a family. Gareth split off a moment later with a wave, rolling his eyes at Nurevia.

His reasoning became clear a moment later, as the dark elf pinned Nathan to the wall.

“Now that we’re all alone, why don’t we finish off where we started this morning,” Nurevia purred into Nathan’s ear. Her hand reached into his pants and began stroking his cock, which rapidly hardened.

“This really isn’t the place,” young Nathan grunted out. Magic surged in his arms and he pushed her off him.

“My bedroom’s right here. I can’t see there being a better place.” Nurevia giggled.

She didn’t give up and pushed him toward the door. Before he could react, she snapped the door open with a foot and rushed him inside. The door slammed shut behind them, and Nurevia fell to her knees in front of him.

Normally, Nathan would enjoy this part of the dream. Nurevia wasn’t his favorite Champion, given her odd predilections and personality, but he wouldn’t say no to sliding his length down her throat or enjoying her curvy, dark-skinned body. Her shoulder-length hair shimmered in the light of the room and left Nathan guessing whether it was lavender or light gray. She grinned up at him with sparkling purple eyes as his tip slipped inside her mouth.

“Ahem,” another voice said.

Nurevia popped Nathan out of her mouth and cursed. “You bitch. This is my bedroom. Stay in your own.”

“You’re rather transparent in your desires, so I waited for you here,” Narime said. Her seven silver tails weaved patterns behind her, and her blue eyes narrowed. “I figured you would at least wait until he was inside before starting.”

“He is inside,” Nurevia said, pointing at the door. “And you shouldn’t be. Get out.”

“Nurevia,” young Nathan tried to say.

“Not you,” Nurevia said. “I want you inside, in more ways than one.”

“You are incorrigible,” Narime said. “You aren’t even his Champion yet. And no, you weren’t inside. He’s rock hard. Nathan’s responsive, but even he wouldn’t be at full mast without help.”

Narime glared at him, and his younger self winced.

Personally, the current Nathan liked the attention. But handling the attention of multiple women was new to his younger self. Vala had only caved to the constant pressure of his beastkin Champions a few months earlier, and Narime was a newcomer into his life.

The two women continued to bicker and argue. The result of this argument was a frustrating one. At some point, the young Nathan would slip away and join Vala in his room.

Then again, Nathan hadn’t seen his original Champion for a long time. Maybe an erotic dream about her wouldn’t be so bad. But he hated his past self for refusing to simply accept the attention he was receiving and take control.

He wished he could say something like, “Why don’t you both stay here? I’m the Bastion, aren’t I?”

Suddenly, both women fell silent. They looked at Nathan oddly. Then the pair grinned and sunk to their knees in front of him. Their tongues ran along each side of his shaft, saliva dripping onto the floor.

This wasn’t how his memory went, which was probably a sign that this dream was no longer playing out as he remembered it.

Nathan reached out with his hands and pushed both women against his crotch. They moaned and suckled against him, their eyes looking up at him with expressions of ecstasy. He ran his ringers through Narime’s silky hair and fluffy ears as she swallowed his tip with her mouth. A moan escaped her lips.

A moan that sounded a lot like a certain catgirl in Nathan’s life.

He woke up, vision hazy at first. Something warm and wet was wrapped around his prick. Moans reached his ears, along with slick, wet noises.

When his vision cleared, he saw a very enthusiastic Fei clinging to him. He was in bed, and she lay naked along his legs. Her cat ears flattened against her head as she lapped up the pre that dripped from his tip, and her tongue ran along his entire length.

Ordinarily, this would be a normal occurrence. Fei had a very healthy sexual appetite for a beastkin. Being woken up by her riding him or lapping at his crotch happened most mornings after letting her share his bed.

But three things differed this time.

The first was the time. It couldn’t be later than two or three in the morning. The moon was still out, and everything was pitch black.

Second, it wasn’t Fei’s turn. Another naked figure cuddled up to Nathan, her arms across his bare chest and head nestled in the crook of his neck. Sen had spent the night with Nathan after a vigorous session of “exercise.” The two women normally had no issues rotating with each other and Sunstorm.

Finally, Fei’s expression was warped with pleasure. Her eyes were glazed over. Her face flushed. Drool oozed onto Nathan’s balls as she licked and sucked at him. Moans escaped the catgirl every few seconds, and she twitched with pleasure at his touch.

Nathan had a solid idea what was happening. The fact that the room smelled as though he had been having sex with Fei for a week straight sealed the deal.

Fei’s rutting had finally begun. He had the medicine to suppress it, but this was the first time he’d seen it in action. Plenty of experience with beastkin in his original timeline allowed him to identify that this was probably the first occurrence.

He’d deal with the consequences later. For now, he needed to settle her down. The easiest way to do that was to indulge her until her libido calmed down and her brain thought about something other than mating.

His fingers tickled her ears, and she moaned around his shaft. With just a little coaxing, he pushed her against him. Her eyes curved and his entire length vanished into her mouth. He tickled the back of her throat while he groaned. She bobbed up and down rapidly, making loud slurping noises and pleasuring herself at the same time.

Heat burst from him, and he crushed her head against his crotch. She moaned against him even as he flooded her stomach. When he popped out of her, she focused on sucking up every drop. She almost went cross-eyed with how hard she stared at his cock.

“What’s going on?” Sen mumbled. She shifted against his body as she awoke. Then she squawked. “Fei!”

It took only moments for Sen to scramble for a place at the table, her tongue fighting for a share of the prize. Her sex hovered in front of Nathan’s face as she straddled his torso. The two women assaulted him from both sides. The magic that Kadria had used to remove his refractory period was still active.

“You’re not supposed to do this on my night,” Sen muttered, pushing at Fei.

The catgirl ignored the other Champion and continued fighting for licks of Nathan’s shaft. He held back groans as they fought over him. Or over a specific part of his body, really.

“She’s rutting, Sen,” Nathan groaned out.

Sen paused and looked back at Nathan. “I thought you had pills for that.”

“Not until she started. Like she has right now.” He groaned again as Fei took the opportunity to swallow his tip again.

“Hey!” Sen squawked as Fei stole a march on her. She pushed Fei off Nathan’s length, before immediately swallowing it to the hilt.

Realizing that she needed to lick something else, Fei moved to Nathan’s balls. He groaned again, pleasure rapidly rising within him as they jointly enjoyed themselves.

His fingers found Sen’s sex, and she squirted as he entered her. A muffled scream rumbled around his length as he tried to match her rhythm with his fingers.

Nobody said anything as the room filled with squelching, squishy noises. Sen’s juices poured over his chest. He reached his climax from her bobbing along his length and shot rope after rope down her throat. When she pulled off him, gasping for air, Fei slurped up the remains that dribbled down his shaft.

Both women kept lapping at him without rest. He realized this could go on forever. Fei had nearly infinite stamina, and the rutting would only make it worse. Sen tired easily, but she had been training herself and was competitive.

He needed to switch things up.

A small scream escaped Sen as he picked her up. Fei simply smiled as Nathan pushed her down on the bed, her fingers continuing to explore her own nether regions.

Soon, the two women pressed against one another. Their glistening lower entrances faced him, and their chests rubbed together. Fei’s hefty breasts stood out more, swallowing Sen’s buds in their mass.

Sen glowered up at him. She was no stranger to this position. “You’re not expecting me to kiss her, are you? I do that with Choe, but you realize that’s different, right?” She was referring to Sunstorm using her true name.

“If you try to kiss Fei right now, she’ll bite your tongue off,” Nathan said.

Sen blinked and stared at the catgirl beneath her. Fei made no motions and simply stared dreamily up at Nathan with glazed-over eyes.

“Right, the rutting. She’s hyper-focused on you, isn’t she? Wants those kittens.” Sen giggled. “Going to give her them?”

“Not anytime soon,” Nathan muttered.

“How cruel,” Sen said. “So, why sandwich us together?”

“Because it keeps her in check, and gives me better access to this place,” Nathan said, reaching out with his fingers.

Sen gasped as Nathan’s fingers pried open her ass. Light flared around his fingers as he used magic to lube up. Although his shaft was fairly slick, it was far from enough for vigorous exploration of Sen’s depths.

“You enjoy this way too much,” Sen gasped. She lay flat against Fei, staring up at him with lidded eyes.

“I don’t hear you complaining.”

“You’ve been stretching me out for weeks now. Plus, I cleaned myself out for last night’s session. Double-dipping should be fine,” Sen said, refusing to admit that she wanted it.

Nathan pressed his tip against her rear entrance. Sen pursed her lips, her body pressed against Fei’s and slick with sweat.

Then he slid inside her tight ass and she moaned, low and long. Her eyes rolled back as he bottomed out in her and reached a point of hard resistance fairly deep. As he slid back out, she let out shuddering breaths.

“Good?” Fei mumbled.

“So good,” Sen said. “Fuck, you need him to do this to you, Fei.”

“She’ll kill me if I do it right now,” Nathan said with a laugh. Rutting was about mating, after all.

He kept his pace to long, slow movements at first, but started to speed up whenever Sen urged him. By the time he approached climax, her face was buried in Fei’s tits, and her voice was reduced to a constant, muffled moan of pleasure. Nathan filled her stomach from the other end than he had earlier, his voice echoing within the room as he climaxed.

Sen’s rear gaped as he popped out of her. It gave him a great view of the creamy filling he left inside her. She stared up at him with glazed eyes and a half-open mouth drooling onto Fei’s breasts.

“Another round?” he teased.

“No,” she murmured. “I won’t be able to close back up if you go again too soon.”

He chuckled and cleaned himself off with magic. Fei began to whine, so he attended to her as well. By the time she came back to her senses, both women were drooling pools of his seed all over the bed.

“That was great,” Fei said as they toweled off after the shower. Sen was taking a little longer, given she had more to clean out.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, and appear to remember it,” Nathan said. “But I think you need to take some medicine now.”

Fei pouted. “But it was fun. Can’t I keep doing this?”

He ruffled her hair, and she snapped her teeth at him.

“Your first rutting will be erratic. Once you’ve settled into a routine, it can be planned around, but if we don’t give you the medicine, I’ll never know if I can rely on you as a Champion for months.” Nathan gave her a serious look. “And as much as I love you, Fei, I also need you as my Champion. So, take the medicine and we’ll find a way to settle this naturally once things calm down.”

Fei nodded slowly. “Okay, I get it. But I really want the natural solution. Sex has never felt that good.” Then she grinned. “Plus, I learned that you’re doing something to Sen that you’re not doing to me.”

Given the way Fei’s hands were wandering across his crotch again, Nathan suspected this might be a sleepless night.


Chapter 11




“I’m impressed you managed to organize all of this so quickly,” Narime said, waving a letter in one hand as she spoke. “I expected more bureaucratic issues, given what I’ve heard about the inner workings of the Empire.”

“I am the right hand of the Emperor. And if the Empire couldn’t organize negotiations with a major power at short notice, then it would have ceased to exist long ago,” Leopold said drily.

They were sitting in a meeting hall and going over the current state of the negotiations. Narime sat next to Nathan, and her tails often brushed his shoulder as she waved them about absentmindedly. As her tails were sensitive, he wondered if she was doing it intentionally.

Seraph and Leopold sat opposite them. The other dozen or so seats were empty.

A map of the region was stretched out on the table between them, and a few sheafs of paper lined its sides. Pots of coffee and tea were kept at a distance. Servants darted in to fill cups as necessary, and they occasionally stared in terror when somebody topped up their own cup.

Nathan found that deeply amusing. During their first week of work, most of the beastkin tended to be lackadaisical when it came to attendance duties. Most beastkin villages and tribes didn’t have any form of hierarchy, with even the elders being expected to take care of themselves. Only the old and infirm could expect care, and even that wasn’t guaranteed. Horse beastkin especially had a rather harsh view of old age, which made sense given their nomadic roots. An old beastkin was a slow beastkin, and a tribe couldn’t afford to constantly slow itself down for the sake of a few sacks of ancient bones.

But beastkin were incredibly competitive, and that’s how the heads of staff learned to push them and train them. If a beastkin thought that Nathan was being lazy because he didn’t get his own food, then Nathan would have to get his own food. But if a beastkin thought that it was a point of pride that she was bringing Nathan his food, and that she was underperforming the other servants if she didn’t, then the game changed.

Although that made them pushy. One of the wolfgirl servants stepped up and grabbed a pot of coffee a moment before Seraph did.

The Champion smiled up at the wolfgirl. “I’m quite capable of pouring it myself.”

“Allow me, Champion,” the wolfgirl said, undeterred. She pulled the pot from Seraph’s hands and filled her cup.

Seraph gave Nathan an annoyed look as the wolfgirl trotted back to her position. The guards held their hands over their faces and tried not to laugh.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think they ran the castle,” Narime murmured.

“They do,” Nathan said. “I simply live here.”

The fox gave him a curious look, before placing a letter on the table.

“We have an agreed location to meet, and arrangements are being made to ensure an adequate supply of food and water in advance. But we’re missing the most important part,” Nathan said, moving the topic back to the main event.

“Torneus,” Seraph said.

“He hasn’t bitten, even after the letter from Anna,” Nathan said.

“It doesn’t matter.” Narime shrugged. “Every regent other than him and Korvell have agreed and are either sending a representative or have nominated another regent as proxy. That letter from Countess von Clair tipped the tables. The signature of an archduke and the authority of Emperor Gorthal cannot be ignored.”

“You say that, but Torneus is doing exactly that.” Seraph’s cup splashed as she gestured at Narime. “And given he arranged this war, we can’t really rely on any negotiations without him. He’ll stall anything we agree on and launch an assault the moment spring ends.”

“Agreed,” Leopold said. “We need to push more aggressively.”

Narime’s tails curled around her, and she opened her mouth to reply. Whatever she was going to say was lost as a series of loud noises echoed from outside.

All attention turned to the doors that led to the exterior hallway. The guards looked at each other, before slipping out of the room.

Raised voices made themselves heard through the gap in the doors, before vanishing once they closed.

Leopold and Nathan looked at each other. The old man nodded at Nathan.

Standing up, Nathan gripped his sword and walked toward the door closest to the noises. The servants crept toward the far side of the room. There were only two doors leading out of the room, and that left a safer side of the room for the unarmed beastkin to huddle.

A few steps away from the door, Nathan paused. The shouting was right outside the door. He couldn’t hear sounds of fighting.

What was going on out there?

The door burst open and a woman rushed in. Nathan didn’t recognize her. Thick blonde tresses that fell below her shoulders, a lean but curvy figure, and dark brown eyes that locked onto Nathan’s.

The woman narrowed her eyes at him, as if trying to work out if she should recognize him. Funny that Nathan wondered the same thing about her.

She wore tight-fitting pants, a frilly red top that left nothing to the imagination about her less-than-impressive bust, traveling shoes, and an elegant jacket that could probably pay all of Nathan’s guards for the week. This was a standard traveling outfit for young noble women. No noble would be caught dead wearing it in public.

“Your Imperial Highness!” Leopold said. His chair clattered to the ground as he shot to his feet. A moment later, he dropped to one knee and lowered his head. “What are you doing here?”

Nathan’s eyes widened in shock.

This was Princess Alice Arangar, the granddaughter of Emperor Gorthal, and Charlotte’s old friend?

A moment later, Nathan realized what was happening and dropped to one knee like Leopold.

“Stand up,” Alice said, waving a hand in the air. Her beautiful face formed a scowl. “I thought there’d be more of you here. Where’s Grandpa?”

Leopold rose to his feet. He nodded at Nathan, who then followed suit.

“Your Majesty is in the capital, as always. Archduke von Milgar is presently busy with preparations for the war with Trafaumh,” Leopold said.

“I thought we weren’t continuing that.” Alice’s scowl deepened. “And I heard that Grandpa was involved in this.”

“Did you now?” Leopold asked.

“I did. No thanks to you. Although I never would have poked into what you’re doing if you hadn’t sent your Champion to Falmir randomly,” Alice said, smirking. “I’m not sure if you’re getting old, but you kind of gave yourself away.”

Leopold had done what?

Wait, did that have something to do with Nathan telling Leopold that he knew about Alice? Was he the cause of the princess’s sudden arrival?

“I am, in fact, old, Your Imperial Highness,” Leopold said, his voice laced with amusement. “I imagine it’s quite noticeable.”

Alice looked between Nathan and Leopold. “Really? Because I don’t see much difference between the two of you. Does that make both of you old men?”

Nathan tried, and failed, to hide his wince. At the table, both Seraph and Narime giggled.

Alice smiled at him. “You’re Tharban’s son, aren’t you? I believe we met many years ago, when you were still Nathan von Straub.” Alice curtsied. “I am Princess Alice Arangar, although I’d prefer if you called me Alice.”

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness,” Nathan said automatically.

“Hmm? I’m afraid I didn’t hear you correctly?” Alice said, her smile brittle.

Nathan remained silent, but looked at Leopold, who shrugged.

“Well, now I know why you like him, Uncle,” Alice muttered, glaring at Leopold. “At least Nurevia calls me by my name. She’s been a treat while I’ve been visiting Falmir.”

Several things hit Nathan one after another.

The first was the realization that Alice was the complete opposite of what he expected from a princess. He had met a few in his travels, and Charlotte had been one of the more aggressive ones. But Alice’s attitude made even Anna appear meek.

Next, Nathan twigged to the fact that Alice had been negotiating with Falmir. That explained why Leopold had been concerned that Nathan knew about her. The Emperor had few people he could trust with something so important, and his granddaughter was his secret weapon. Furthermore, Nathan knew that Alice was close friends with Princess Charlotte of Falmir.

Finally, Nathan’s face paled and his eyes widened as the other name sank in.

“Nurevia?” he croaked out.

Alice tilted her head, placing it in a white-gloved hand. “She’s my personal bodyguard while I’m the appointed ambassador to Falmir. I left her with the carriages to oversee the unpacking, although I did see a Champion come out to greet her. A monogem cat beastkin with a sapphire. One of yours?”

Nathan ran a hand down his face and held back a groan. Today was rapidly worsening.

“Is something wrong?” Alice asked, confused.

“Nurevia’s one of Tharban’s duogem Champions,” Leopold said, his tone flat. “I would have preferred that you didn’t bring her here.”

Alice blinked. “Oh. Oh! My apologies, Nathan. I forgot that there may be some issues between you and anybody under your father. But Nurevia’s fantastic. Surely you won’t have any problems with her?” She smiled beatifically.

“Seraph, could you please head out to the courtyard,” Nathan ground out now that he had regained his senses. “Prevent any fights breaking out for any reason. Between anyone.”

Seraph stared at him, then lowered her cup. She rose and swiftly left the room, albeit with her usual grace.

“Um,” Alice said, her smile frizzled.

“I don’t think things will go that poorly,” Leopold said.

“I’ve spent quite a few years around Nurevia. I know exactly what’s happening between her and Fei right now.” Nathan tried not to imagine the catfight building up outside, and whether any weapons had been drawn.

Leopold continued, undeterred, “In any case, you should let the servants escort you to a room. We can talk about what you’re here for later—”

“Don’t you dare,” Alice said. “I brought Charlotte here, and I’m still an appointed diplomat by Grandpa. I outrank you.”

“I’m a Bastion. You do not,” Leopold said. “And I believe I heard something quite ridiculous.”

“I do. I am both Imperial Princess and a diplomat appointed by His Majesty, Emperor Gorthal. You’re negotiating with a foreign power. Therefore, it is within my authority to tell you to let me help.” Alice grinned.

Silence fell. The servants looked at each other, and a few ducked out of the room. Presumably to bring more food and drink, and probably the best they could find on short notice.

Meanwhile, Nathan tried to right himself.

Charlotte was here. That’s what Alice had said.

This was an opportunity that Nathan had thought would take years.

Scratching his cheek, Leopold sighed. “Very well. But you will accept my directions when it comes to your safety. I will send you back to the capital at a moment’s notice if you put a toe out of line and put yourself in danger. The Federation is an enemy, unlike the Kingdom of Falmir.”

Alice nodded dutifully, then bounced to the far side of the table. She gave Narime a curtsy, although the effect was muted by her clothing.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Princess Alice,” the minx said, pretending that Narime hadn’t watched her force her way into the meeting. “It’s a delight to meet a mystic fox for the first time, and especially one as experienced as you. I hope it’s not impolite to say that your tails look astoundingly luxurious. You must take intricate care of them.”

Narime allowed herself a small smile, but Nathan could tell she was trying not to laugh. “Thank you, Your Highness.” Alice’s smile waned, but Narime continued, “I am not one for formalities, so I am happy to call you Alice, if you’d prefer.”

“That would be delightful,” Alice said.

Leopold glared at the princess, who ignored him. “Your Imperial Highness—”

“Uncle, please. Can you just call me Alice, like you do normally? You call Grandpa by his name.”

“Need I remind you that Lady Narime is from a foreign power. And it would be greatly remiss of me not to pay you the required respects of your position,” Leopold said, undeterred. “I always pay His Majesty the same courtesy in public.”

“How stuffy,” Alice said.

“You’re in a very stuffy room,” Narime said. “And dealing with a very stuffy situation. High Lord Torneus won’t be interested in giving you either respect or friendship.”

Alice frowned and took a seat. Nathan’s seat, in fact. A wolfgirl swept in and poured her a cup of coffee, then froze when the princess shot her a thankful smile.

Even the beastkin were affected by royalty, apparently. Then again, most of them had never imagined they would get within a hundred miles of a member of the Imperial family.

“I know how to play the role of Imperial Princess,” Alice said. “I just prefer to be more personal. Things get done a lot faster when people aren’t hiding behind rank and hierarchy. When half the words out of somebody’s mouth are blather to appease others, instead of anything of substance, meetings tend to accomplish tremendously little. The Diet is the mess it is because of that.”

Leopold said nothing. He gestured for Nathan to take a seat next to him, where Seraph had sat.

But Nathan had other ideas.

He stepped forward and said, “Your Highness, you’re thinking about your position the wrong way.”

“Am I?” Alice said. “It’s hard to believe that when you’re ignoring my request to call me by my name.”

He ignored her. “Your title and rank are your sword and shield. Your opponents are forced to show deference to you, and you can punch holes in arguments with a single sentence.”

“Because I’m the princess. Not because I’m right,” Alice said flatly.

“You need to be both when dealing with a foreign power,” Nathan said.

Alice’s eyes narrowed.

“If I tell the Federation that this war is a terrible mistake, they won’t pay any attention. Because I’m only a Bastion. Lady von Clair had the same issue. They only listened because Archduke von Milgar supported her, with Narime’s backing within the Federation.” Nathan paused, waiting for Alice to acknowledge what he meant. She nodded after a few seconds.

He continued, “But if we show up and say nonsense, it won’t matter. The Federation is a sovereign nation. They can do whatever they want. Your position gets a foot in the door. But in the end, it’s your words that must convince them. It’s different in the Diet, but there’s a reason the Emperor didn’t send any random noble off to negotiate with Falmir.”

“You sound like Grandpa,” Alice said, although her expression was relaxed. “Both of them. But I’ve never heard it described as a sword and shield. I suppose that’s the sort of thing that comes from a soldier.”

Leopold gave Nathan an odd look and gestured for him to take a seat again. This time, he followed the direction.

“It’s not my analogy,” Nathan admitted. “An old friend taught it to me.”

An old friend who knew nothing about Nathan right now. Nathan was borrowing a lot of Gareth’s techniques and wisdom.

Alice looked thoughtfully at Nathan for a few seconds, a finger on her lips. Then she shrugged. They began to update her on the current situation.

Midway through, the door burst open again. A buxom dark elf burst in, wearing far too little for safe combat. A hand gripped the elf’s shoulder, and she winced.

“What did I say earlier?” Seraph said darkly.

“Fuck—” Nurevia began to say, before spotting Alice and cutting herself off. “I never agreed to that.”

“You’ve tried to pick more fights with Nathan’s Champions than I did when I was his enemy,” Seraph said. “Do so again and I won’t ask nicely.”

Nurevia glared at Seraph, and the olive-skinned Champion glared back. It almost seemed that lightning crackled between them.

Nurevia looked exactly as Nathan remembered her, and it didn’t matter if he was using his implanted memories or those from his original timeline. Dark elves stopped aging as an adult and lived for up to two hundred years. Nurevia had never admitted how old she was, but Nathan suspected she was relatively young.

But that still meant she was older than Nathan, even if she didn’t look a day older than twenty. She wore a black cloak, a leather vest that showed off her significant cleavage and left most of her torso uncovered, a pair of black hot pants, and knee-high leather boots. A terrible outfit for a Champion who wanted to protect themselves, but perfect for Nurevia.

“Um, is there a problem?” Alice asked, her eyes flicking between the two Champions.

“Nope,” Nurevia said. She sashayed over to Alice’s side, her eyes locked onto Nathan.

“There had best not be,” Leopold said. “Or I will send you back to Bastion Tharban’s side.”

“Oh, but it’s my duty to look after the lost members of my master’s family, right, Nathan?” Nurevia said with a smirk.

“If I were part of Tharban’s family anymore,” Nathan said, leaning his face on one hand.

“Oh, has something happened?” Nurevia’s smirk widened.

“Play games all you like, but I don’t need to care about them,” Nathan said. Nurevia blinked. “You’re in my domain, and this county is my responsibility. If you harm, or try to harm, any of my Champions or anyone under my protection, then there won’t be enough of you left for Tharban to denigrate anymore.”

The room fell silent. Alice’s mouth fell open in shock.

Nurevia’s smirk vanished, but she didn’t glare at Nathan. “Well, you certainly found your backbone down here. Did somebody implant a steel spine in you at the academy?”

“Enough,” Leopold said. “You can handle the von Straub family issues in private. But I will back Bastion Nathan’s declaration. You are here to protect Her Imperial Highness. Stray from that direction and I have no reason to allow you to stay.”

“Bastion Nathan, huh,” Nurevia muttered. “Well, I guess the cute little boy had to grow up at some point.”

With those words, she retreated to a corner of the room. Seraph watched every step the dark elf took before taking a seat of her own next to Nathan.

He noticed the way that Seraph glared at the coffee mugs and ran her fingers over their rims. His hand slipped over her thigh. She looked at him.

“Let’s have a chat after this,” he murmured.

She nodded in response. Her hands retreated from the table and instead ran over his fingers.

The briefing resumed and finished with little of note happening.

“You mentioned High Lord Torneus earlier, but he’s not coming,” Alice noted. “I assume that’s a problem?”

“A significant problem,” Nathan said. “He’s the architect of the war. If he’s not present at the negotiations, then they’re a waste of time.”

Alice mouthed a few words to herself, before saying, “I think I understand your sword and shield analogy from earlier, Nathan. In other words, I should use my title as a sword to force Torneus out from hiding. He won’t be able to ignore an Imperial Princess without greatly weakening his position in the Federation, will he?”

“Exactly,” Nathan said.

Leopold once again gave Nathan an odd look but remained silent.

“I still don’t quite know how I use it as a shield. I guess I can practice that part,” Alice said. “I’ve never negotiated with an enemy before.”

Narime stared at Alice in disbelief. “You haven’t?”

“Should I have?” Alice tilted her head.

Given she had barged into this meeting and forced everybody to accept her as the chief diplomat, Nathan imagined some assumptions had been made.

Whatever the case, Princess Alice now led the negotiations. Nathan now had a tool to force Torneus out from hiding, even if he knew nothing about that tool.

And he also had another princess he wanted to meet.

Seraph’s fingers ran along his wrist as the meeting ended, and Nathan’s mind returned to the present. First, he needed to deal with the current problem.


Chapter 12




Nurevia winked at Nathan as he stepped out of the meeting room. He gave her a bland look and tugged Seraph out by her hand.

Behind him, he trusted Leopold to keep things under control. The elderly Bastion cared deeply for Alice, from both political and personal perspectives. He was “Uncle Leopold” to Alice, and Nathan doubted there was anyone else in Doumahr who called him by such an affectionate name.

Unless one of Leopold’s Champions was kinkier than he realized. Nathan didn’t know them very well, as they kept a low profile when visiting.

At the very least, Nathan doubted that Nurevia would pull anything. There was no love lost between the dark elf and Tharban. Nurevia might be one of his father’s Champions, but the reasons were complicated.

Well, not complicated. Mostly just odd. Nurevia was a twisted woman. There was no other way to describe a woman who willingly served a man who hated her.

Tharban despised non-humans, and dark elves were no exception. The reason Nathan had been disowned by his family was because he was too friendly with the beastkin under his rule. Even now, he suspected a lot of his father’s hatred for him was because of his actions. A beastkin Champion; open support for beastkin soldiers and knights; siding with Leopold and Emperor Gorthal, who had ended slavery in the Empire.

Despite that, Nurevia was Tharban’s willing puppet. Things had changed in Nathan’s timeline, but his implanted memories of her from this timeline were far from positive.

He had faded scars on his back from her treatment of him. Nobody commented on them, as scars were common for many. Fei had more than a few that he never remarked on, most likely from hunts that had gone wrong. Commenting on someone’s scars was simply not done, given everybody knew that life was harsh.

But everyone remembered what caused their scars, and although the implanted memories weren’t truly his, they still affected him.

It probably didn’t help that Nurevia had never been his favorite Champion.

“That expression of yours suggests that you don’t like her either,” Seraph muttered as they walked up a staircase to his office.

“I have a lot of history with her,” Nathan said.

“She’s a bitch,” Seraph said. “I’m amazed that somebody who hates non-humans as much as your father can stand somebody like her.”

“Really? I’d argue that he puts up with her because of that,” he replied. “After all, what better way to show your superiority than to put somebody like Nurevia in their place.”

Seraph fell silent, her expression darkening. As they reached Nathan’s office, she spoke again, “She’s a duogem Champion, and a little too spunky to simply take that sort of thing. There’s something else, isn’t there?”

“Let’s just say that you’re seeing a very different side of her than she shows to Tharban,” Nathan said, grimacing.

“And does she want that from you?” Seraph asked.

Nathan looked at her in surprise. Her expression was serious.

“She hates me,” Nathan said. “I am everything that my father isn’t.”

“You were, maybe.” Seraph smirked. “She seemed shocked when you threatened her. Was that a first?”

It was. At least in this timeline.

Even if Seraph had a point, Nathan had no reason to pursue it. Nurevia belonged to Tharban, and laying hands on another Bastion’s Champion was both incredibly insulting and dangerous. Tharban could use it as an excuse to challenge him to a duel, or even have him removed as Bastion if he had the political support.

One day, Tharban might cease to a problem. Or he might need to be tackled head-on. But until then, Nurevia could taunt, tease, and be as annoying as she liked.

Nathan pushed the door to his office open after unlocking it, and a squeak came from within it. A guilty catgirl looked up from where she was sitting in his seat, her fingers firmly ensconced in her pants.

“This isn’t what I meant by calming down,” Seraph said grumpily. She pushed past Nathan and pulled Fei from the chair.

Fei stared at the ground despondently while Seraph tidied her up.

“Is the medication not working?” Nathan asked. It had been a few nights since she had first intruded on him, and she had seemed normal when she had been interested in “playtime.”

“It is, but…” Fei trailed off, and wouldn’t look Nathan in the eye.

“Medication?” Seraph asked.

Nathan closed the office door. “She’s rutting. The medication should allow her to act normally, but this doesn’t look normal.”

“Can’t say I’m much of a beastkin expert.” Seraph shrugged. “But things got rather nasty by the time I arrived. Nurevia was hurling insults about you and saying a lot of things that would be unwise to say to your host. But as Fei got more and more riled up, I’d say the bitch’s words became more abusive. And she was laser-focused on you.”

Yeah, that was the sort of thing that went down poorly when a beastkin was in the middle of their rutting.

Both genders of beastkin rutted. Most thought that male beastkin were the most dangerous, as they became extremely protective of the woman they chose, even when taking the medication.

In truth, female beastkin were just as violently protective. Nurevia knew this and had been provoking Fei. Without the medication, Fei would have tried to murder Nurevia on the spot.

“It’s fine, Fei,” Nathan said.

“I’m supposed to be your Champion aren’t I? How can I be, if I can’t control myself?” Fei said, eyes on the verge of tears.

“You’re still my Champion, and you controlled yourself better than my father’s Champion.” Nathan frowned when Fei didn’t react. He gripped her chin. “Look at me. A duogem Champion broke countless rules of civility and tried to start a fight. You held back. That makes you better than her, even though she is a duogem. I can’t ask for anything more.”

Fei sobbed and held out her arms. Nathan pulled her into his embrace and let her nuzzle her face against his chest. She alternated between sobs and purrs, her bushy tail swishing erratically behind her.

After a long minute, Fei settled down but didn’t leave Nathan’s arms. By now, her scent from earlier had crept into his nose, but he ignored it. He needed to handle Seraph before he did anything with his cat.

“Was there anything else?” Nathan asked Seraph, running a hand through Fei’s hair.

“She knew that I was from the Federation, and had some choice words,” Seraph said. She shrugged. “They didn’t really bite, but I’ll admit that I don’t appreciate being a weak link.”

“You’re not.”

Seraph gave him a sardonic smile, as if to say that he didn’t need to give her empty words.

“I mean it,” Nathan said. “I don’t give a damn what Tharban and his Nationalist douchebags plan to do.” He paused. “No, I do, but I don’t care about their political moves. You’ve more than proven your loyalty and ability as my Champion. If I can’t handle some political nonsense from my half-baked Bastion of a father, then I don’t deserve to be a Bastion at all.”

Seraph snorted, then let out raucous peals of laughter. “You’re always so over the top. Although I can appreciate it. I still remember you offering me atonement with a straight face, as if you were some sort of holy knight.”

“I am a Bastion.”

“It’s been centuries since anybody has really thought of Bastions as the swords of the goddess.” Seraph smiled at him, but it was a gentle smile. “You’re oddly genuine about things. I suppose that’s what separates you from Torneus, even if you are scheming and manipulating your way toward a long-term goal. I at least know you haven’t lost your way. But I will say one thing.”

Nathan waited patiently to hear it, but she didn’t speak. Fei peeked out from his chest and looked at Seraph with wide eyes. Her cat ears pricked upward in anticipation.

“Do you have to do this every time?” Nathan asked.

“Oh, so you are interested?” Seraph said. She smirked, then leaned inward. “If every Bastion was held to your standard, then we wouldn’t have many Bastions on Doumahr. So maybe don’t go around saying that you don’t deserve to be a Bastion, hmm? I’d rather a slightly lesser Nathan, than a thousand Theuses or Tharbans.”

With those words, Seraph ducked in and pecked Nathan on the cheek. Her hand slipped between him and Fei and rubbed along his already hardened cock. She grinned.

Seraph gave Nathan a wink and sashayed out of his office, her figure-hugging cheongsam helping her curves stick out.

The door slammed shut after her. Nathan stared at it for several seconds.

Then a certain catgirl bit him, and he yelped.

“Nathan,” Fei whined. She had lowered her uniform, revealing her crotch. “I know I’m on the medication, but…”

Her eyes glazed over, and the room flooded with her scent. Her legs were slick with her juices and her lower lips called for his personal attention.

“Just this once,” Nathan said. “You need to control it a bit better if you want to come to the negotiations.”

“Of course,” Fei purred before her moans of pleasure filled the office.


Chapter 13




Nathan found himself intensely frustrated on the ride to the negotiations.

It wasn’t due to any issues with the negotiations themselves. Or even due to Nurevia’s constant needling. The last time the dark elf had tried to publicly insult him, Fei had tripped her, and she had ended up covered in Fei’s dinner. Gravy and sausages had poured down Nurevia’s open top in the aftermath.

Nathan couldn’t even complain about his sex life, although it had changed due to necessity. It only took one close encounter with Alice to ban his Champions from getting handsy in his office. The princess liked to barge in on him unannounced, and a closed door meant nothing.

Neither did a locked door, and it was how Nathan learned that the princess was a talented magic user. He didn’t use a strong lock, but the sight of the princess blowing the lock open shocked him, nonetheless. Not as much as it shocked Sen, who had been about to slip under his desk.

No, the source of Nathan’s frustrations wasn’t even coming to the negotiations. Her name was Charlotte, and she had been hiding away in his fortress without letting anybody see her except Alice. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she wasn’t there. Nathan only got the occasional whiff of the perfume she always wore in a hallway or saw the duogem Champion from Falmir outside her quarters.

Without any way to change that, Nathan piled into a carriage with Anna, Fei, and Narime. Leopold traveled with Alice, Seraph, and Nurevia. Remaining behind were Sen and one of Leopold’s duogem Champions, as well as Princess Charlotte and her bodyguard. The risk of an assault on Gharrick Pass was too high to leave it undefended, even if Alice’s safety was the priority.

Sunstorm and Vera would meet them at the meeting location. As part of her mission, Sunstorm had been traveling back and forth from the frontier and Gharrick Pass using the gateway in Fort Taubrum. A decision had been made not to use it for this journey for strategic reasons.

Namely, Nathan didn’t want Nurevia or Narime knowing he had it.

Besides, it was late enough in winter that Gharrick Pass had begun to clear up from snow and ice. The pass was low enough and received enough sunlight during the day that it was now safe to send carriages through with spotters. Although Nathan wouldn’t be sending any companies of soldiers through anytime soon.

“So, you’re Anna von Clair,” Fei said, her tone obviously confused. “Nathan’s father is Tharban von Straub. But Nathan is Nathan Straub, and the princess is Alice Arangar.” Fei made a face. “I don’t get it. Aren’t you all nobles?”

“We’re not all landed nobles,” Anna said. “And it is confusing. An edict was passed by the Emperor a few centuries ago that standardized how nobiliary particles are used, because it got a bit ridiculous, but it also made it rather complicated.”

“It’s not that bad,” Nathan said. “The ‘von’ means that the person is either the holder of the title, a child of the holder, or a child of the heir to the title.”

Fei stared at Nathan in frustration. He sighed in response.

“Look, let’s use Anna as an example,” he explained. “Imagine her father is still alive. He would be ‘von Clair,’ and so would Anna and her younger brother. That’s because her father holds the noble title to the county, and Anna and her brother are his children. Follow?”

Fei nodded. So did Narime, surprisingly.

“Imagine that Anna and her brother have children,” Nathan said. Fei’s eyes widened, and she looked at Anna, who scowled at Nathan. “I said imagine.”

Fei giggled.

Nathan continued, “Anna’s children will be ‘von Clair’ as well, because she is the eldest child and the family heir. But her brother’s children will only be ‘Clair,’ even though their father is a ‘von Clair’ because they don’t have a direct right of inheritance. A lot of people need to die before they can inherit the family estate, after all.”

“It used to be simpler,” Anna said. “Everybody was a ‘von’ if they were part of a noble family, but it also resulted in people padding their surnames to appear special. The formal term for it is that the full noble name is inherited by primogeniture, with an exception for siblings.”

“So why is the princess just ‘Arangar,’ then? Isn’t she going to become Emperor?” Fei asked innocently.

Nathan ran a hand over his face as Narime grinned.

Rolling her eyes, Anna said, “The Emperor is elected. You can’t inherit the name. She doesn’t have a ‘von’ because her mother married out of family and took on their name, so she lost her right of inheritance to her family estate. But Alice is still an Imperial Princess, so she’s required to use her grandfather’s surname while she remains unmarried.”

“Oh.” Fei nodded, as if that explained everything. “Who is she going to marry?”

“Nathan, probably,” Anna quipped, giving him a sidelong look.

“No,” he said.

“She barged into your office an average of twice per day, by my count. And she refuses to hold meetings unless you’re present.” Anna’s face was unamused.

Nathan shifted uncomfortably at the stares from the three women. “I didn’t know that last part,” he muttered.

“I feel Leopold’s caught between his desire to be an overprotective uncle, and his joy that his adoptive niece has a crush,” Anna said. Then she shrugged. “But, really, I doubt she’s thinking of marriage. It’s hard to say what she’s thinking of. Her position is so ridiculously complicated that it makes my problems look like a joke.”

“You’re talking about her mother,” Narime said. So, she was aware of Alice’s family situation.

“What about her?” Fei asked. “Is she…” Her eyes widened.

“There’s nothing wrong with her,” Nathan said. “But she’s in a political marriage. Anna would know. I’m guessing you had tea with Alice’s mother when the archduke called you to a private meeting during the Diet?”

“Mmm,” Anna said, looking out the window. “I met Alice’s parents, without thinking much of it at the time. I was mostly trying not to freeze up while being surrounded by some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the Empire. Now, I’ve spent hours and hours talking nonsense and other girly topics with an Imperial Princess and the granddaughter of my liege.”

The carriage trundled on. It broke free of the icy pass, and the landscape opened up. Although it looked as barren as it did on the other side of the pass. It had been a harsh winter, even if it was warming up quickly. He hoped that didn’t signal a poor harvest season.

“Eh, what?” Fei said, as Anna’s words sunk in. “Isn’t your liege Archduke von Milgar?”

Anna smirked at Fei. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Alice is the granddaughter of both the Emperor and an archduke.”

Fei’s tail and ears shot high enough to nearly touch the roof of the carriage. She tried to say something, but her mouth only opened and closed uselessly. Her ears flapped against her head like wings.

“Calm down,” Nathan said. “Like we said, it’s complicated. For one thing, she may be the eldest child, but her father still needs to take over the archduchy first. It will be thirty years or more before she has a chance to become archduchess.”

Nodding, Anna added, “What is a problem, is that she is technically forbidden from becoming Empress.”

Both Narime’s and Fei’s eyes widened. Seven separate tails froze as both women processed Anna’s words, and their minds came up empty regarding why she had said them.

“The Imperial Constitution forbids anybody with the right to a duchy or archduchy from being nominated for emperor,” Nathan explained. “It’s a way to prevent any one person from taking over the entire Empire. If an archduke took control of the Imperial Army, he could crush the other archdukes with ease and install himself as a dictator. As such, although Alice is the Emperor’s favored heir by many, she’s not actually allowed to become Empress.”

Which was a shame, in Nathan’s mind. He hadn’t known the princess for long, but Alice reminded him a lot of Charlotte. Forthright, decisive, brave, and she cared about her nation.

Nathan didn’t really care about the Empire as a whole, but he cared about the people in it. His last years in Falmir had embittered him toward his homeland, but he had already grown fond of many people he had met here.

Not that it was personal. It had been politics that ruined Falmir for him. And similar politics threatened to destroy the Empire. The difference was that he had no intention of letting people like Tharban get their way, and he had the knowledge and power to stop them now.

Alice felt like a kindred spirit, but the fact she couldn’t take the throne limited his ability to do much in the Empire in the long run. Falmir was different, because of Charlotte. Nathan could change things there.

After a long trip, the carriages arrived at Fort Taubrum. This was for a rest stop, and the second leg of the journey took place the next day.

Alice kept Leopold and Nathan up all night going over her notes, speeches, and peppering them with questions about contingency plans. By the time Nathan stumbled back to his room, it was only an hour from dawn. Fei was nice enough to cuddle up to him and let him nap on her soft pillows while she stroked his hair.

Then, only an hour or two later, he was back in the carriage. This trip was much shorter. They arrived before midday.

“You look like death,” Sunstorm greeted him when he arrived.

Her onyx gem shined in the midday sun, and her black Imperial uniform caused her to stick out. Nathan wasn’t concerned about her visibility. Her gem abilities meant that she could disappear at a moment’s notice, however.

Her short, spiky black hair showed clear signs of being cut with a sword. Probably this morning. Her olive skin gleamed with sweat, and Nathan guessed she had been working out while waiting for them to arrive. Sunstorm exercised for fun.

Her other idea of fun was killing people, and the curved short swords at her hips weren’t for decoration.

If there was one thing Sunstorm disliked about working for Nathan, it was that he hadn’t asked her to assassinate anybody yet. With Seraph’s help, she had managed to recover her collection of magically preserved heads from her hideout in the Federation, and Nathan pretended he was unaware of its existence. But he knew that Sunstorm wanted to expand it, and she sorely wanted his appreciation for killing his enemies.

Like Seraph and Narime, Sunstorm was from the Kurai Peninsula. Unlike them, Sunstorm had fled her homeland as a child, rather than an adult. She was from the same part of the peninsula as Seraph. The differences in skin color and overall appearance between her and Narime were sharply apparent when they stood next to each other like they were now.

“He hasn’t had much sleep,” Anna said. “There are more tents than I expected.”

The meeting ground for the negotiation was an open clearing close to the new border between the Empire and the Federation. There was nothing to see for miles, other than a small village. Any border forts were well out of sight, which made it much harder for either side to station troops for an ambush.

Sunstorm had already chased away a few companies that the Federation had tried to sneak close. So far, they hadn’t tried anything new.

Because there had been nothing here, everything had to be built from scratch. Pavilions had been erected, wells dug, weatherproof warehouses for supplies constructed, and food and drink carted in over the past few weeks. The fabric of each pavilion was colored to match the nation intended to use it, with the Empire using white and black tents and the Federation white and orange tents.

In the center was a solid white pavilion, and it was much smaller than those intended for accommodation or dining. No other structures had been erected within several hundred meters. Negotiations would be held there, well out of bowshot. An invisible magical barrier protected the pavilion from any magical attacks, although a keen eye would spot the occasional sparkle in the air.

“Word arrived at the last minute that some representatives had changed.” Sunstorm shrugged. “They’re bringing more soldiers. I coordinated with Seraph, and we brought up more soldiers of our own, and Fei’s knights. There hasn’t been any real trouble. Some big burly folks tried to cause some trouble last night, but they backed down fast after their captain was put in the dirt by a wolfgirl.”

“Normally that would cause a big brawl,” Nathan pointed out.

“Not when said wolfgirl rips his armor off and crushes it in her bare hands.”

Touche.

Nathan was concerned by the change in representatives. An increased number of soldiers made things more volatile, and he worried this was a convenient excuse to prepare for an assault. Torneus had agreed to come after Alice became involved, but nobody trusted him.

A small crowd formed outside the central pavilion. The negotiations weren’t scheduled to start for over two more hours, given the first day was intended to be a lighter session after everybody had traveled there. That made it odd for so many to be crowding the tent, even if the Federation wasn’t intruding on the clearance zone.

Nathan signaled to Leopold behind him, who nodded in affirmation. With only a few words, the older Bastion redirected Alice toward the Imperial tents. She could take a brief tour and see where she was staying tonight before joining Nathan at the central pavilion.

“Those are the burly folks,” Sunstorm said, pointing at a dozen heavily armored Federation knights near the pavilion.

“An elite unit, maybe,” Nathan said. He walked toward them, feeling exposed as he stepped into the empty clearing that separated the central pavilion and the rest of the tents. Hundreds of eyes locked onto him, even though he couldn’t see them.

“They’re King George’s personal guard,” Narime said. She remained close to Nathan and tried to put Fei between herself and the Federation side of the encampment. “Even if I didn’t recognize several of them, I’d know because they’re infamous.”

“Infamously bad?” Sunstorm said.

“They’re hulking brutes with a nasty reputation wherever they go. George usually has to cover up whatever damage they cause when he travels in person for the Regency Council.” Narime’s lips thinned. “I can guess why they were causing trouble with Fei’s knights.”

The fury in Narime’s eyes told Nathan everything he needed to know about what sort of “damage” was being covered up, and it wasn’t property damage.

No, Nathan realized. In the Federation, it probably did count as property damage. But the Empire felt differently.

“Leopold will flip if I let them get close to Alice,” Nathan muttered. “Let’s chase them off.”

“George won’t like that,” Narime said.

“I don’t even remember any of the regents agreeing to come other than Torneus and Duke Terrius,” Nathan said. “I’m not letting his chubby ass ruin things or his useless guards try to assault the princess.”

The guards leered at them as they approached. Well, leered at the women in the group. They didn’t care whether they were mentally undressing Anna, Narime, Fei, or Sunstorm.

Given how openly crude they were being, Nathan wasted no time in shooing them back to the Federation tents.

“You can’t do this to us,” one of them grunted. “We’re King George’s—”

“I don’t care,” Nathan said. “You could be the goddess’s chosen ones and I would be telling you to fuck off. Consider this a favor, because if you don’t leave now, you’ll be going back to your tents in pieces.”

The guards bared their teeth for a moment, their hands going to their weapons.

A moment later, they froze. Four gems glowed simultaneously. Fei’s hands even flared with blue flames for an instant.

Realizing how outmatched they were, the hulking brutes sauntered off.

“Fei, could you go get some of your knights,” Nathan asked. “Only a few of them.”

“Um, where are they?” she asked.

“Sunstorm, go with her. But I need you to handpick those who will behave themselves. The Federation won’t be bringing beastkin, so if necessary, I’d like some knights who can manhandle any idiots that are brought along.” Nathan sighed, running a hand through his hair.

The two Champions trotted off. A moment later, Nathan realized he had sent off both of his Champions and was now alone with Narime and Anna.

The noblewoman stared nervously at Narime, fingering her necklace. She smiled nervously at Nathan.

In his haste, he’d forgotten that Narime wasn’t his Champion, but one of the Federation’s. But he still had his strength as a Bastion, even this far from his binding stones. And it wasn’t as though his Champions were that far away.

For her part, Narime either didn’t notice that she now had a golden opportunity to assassinate Nathan and Anna, or she ignored it.

“Shall we?” Narime suggested, gesturing for them to enter the central pavilion.

Now that the brutes were gone, the servants and guards posted here filtered back outside and resumed their posts. Nathan and company stepped past them and entered the tent.

A massive oaken round table filled the center of the tent, surrounded by chairs of all makes and sizes. Platters of food lined tables along the edges, and kegs of ale had been set up for easy access to alcohol. Given the sensitive nature of the discussions, the servants wouldn’t be present, so it was expected that most guests would get their own food and drink.

Although Nathan imagined that some attendees would be served by their Champions, if they had any present. He sincerely doubted that Torneus would be pouring his own tankards.

The food wasn’t anything special. Winter still made it difficult to provide fresh or high-quality food. The platters were mostly of cold cuts and salted fish. Preserved vegetables such as pickled onions, brined olives, and sauerkraut were served alongside fresh produce such as peas and lentils. Two large pots contained an onion soup and a bean broth soup—kept hot using a fire enchantment—although Nathan knew their quality would pale in comparison to freshly prepared soups. Next to the soups were baskets full of small loaves of crusty bread.

Despite the relatively poor quality of the food, one man happily helped himself to plenty of it. He loaded up a plate with a tower of salted ham and fish, piles of vegetables, and then stacked two small loaves of bread on top. Back at the table, he already had a plate full of food, plus two bowls of soup. A decorated pewter beer stein sat next to the food.

Nathan noted that the stein used the old measurement, which was to say that it was roughly twice the size of the tankards being provided.

“That’s George, isn’t it?” Nathan asked. The man was large, and Nathan doubted he could be anyone else.

Narime nodded and waited for Nathan to step forward. She seemed unwilling to engage with the Federation for some reason.

Suddenly, George spotted them. His bushy eyebrows shot up into his thick mop of white hair at the sight of them. He placed his second plate down at his seat and gave the three of them an ostentatious bow.

George wore an outfit that was probably elegant and in-fashion some time before Nathan was born. Maybe even before Nathan’s father was born. It was garishly bright, and consisted of a ruffled silk shirt, leather vest, pants, and a fur coat. George’s hair had lost its color decades ago, no doubt, but was thick as hay. Despite his size, he walked unaided, although Nathan noticed a jeweled cane leaning against the table beside the chair.

Nathan took that as a signal to approach. “Well met, my lord.”

George’s lips quirked at the dismissal of his rank. He styled himself as a king, but he was no such thing. The regents were powerful, but no matter what they called themselves, the Empire had deemed them all to have the equivalent status of counts.

Which was an unsubtle way of saying that the Federation’s rulers were lower rank than the rulers of the Empire. Realistically, they were closer to dukes, but Nathan wasn’t about to give Torneus or the other regents more respect than they were due.

“Indeed. Indeed.” George mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “I can tell at a glance that you must be Bastion Nathan. You have your mother’s eyes. And your father’s jaw. You’re an impressive one.”

Nathan blinked. What even was happening right now?

“It is an honor to meet you, King George,” Anna said, curtsying at precisely the right depth and angle she was obliged to for politeness. “I don’t believe we’ve met but—”

“Ah, my dear Anna. Oh, yes, I remember you from when you were only this big.” George held his hand close to his knee for effect. “It’s a shame the way things have played out, given how close your father and I were. Such a shame.”

Given George was one of the three conspirators behind the war, Nathan doubted that George felt much shame at all. If he did, then he wouldn’t be so bald-faced in trying to suck up to them.

Anna’s smile turned brittle for a moment, but she quelled her anger. “It is, George.” The fat man’s eyes flashed at the dismissal of his rank, but he remained quiet. Anna continued, “Hopefully, we’ll be able to put all of this behind us. I’m surprised to see you here. I heard that only two of the regents were coming in person.”

“Ah, well, about that—” George stumbled over his words.

“I’d appreciate knowing if any other regents have changed their mind,” Nathan said. “I am responsible for security and knowing how many important guests are coming and why makes it easier to plan around. The last thing we need is for these negotiations to make the war worse.”

George’s eyes widened. “A fair point. Very well. I’ll admit it. How could I miss an opportunity to see Her Imperial Highness in person? The Empire has never deigned to send a member of the Imperial family to negotiate with the Federation.”

That was it? He wanted to meet Alice?

“Don’t look at me like that. You are fortunate to still be part of the Empire, and from a family close to the Imperial family.” A scowl crossed George’s face briefly. “I can trace my lineage back to the Empire’s archdukes of yore, and even further back than young trash such as von Milgar.”

Nathan remained silent. It was difficult to take the regent seriously when he admitted to attending the negotiations only because he wanted to meet a personal celebrity of his.

“I know a few others are also coming. Korvell wanted to come, even. He’s only a merchant. When would a mere commoner such as him get the chance to speak directly to a member of the oldest royal family on Doumahr?” George chuckled. “Torneus told him no, of course.”

“You’re telling them this?” Narime blurted out.

Raising an eyebrow, George looked past Nathan and Anna. “Oh, I hadn’t seen you there, Narime.”

Narime glowered at him. That was possibly the fattest line of bullshit George had fed in his life. Narime’s tails were physically larger than she was. Only a blind man could miss her.

“In the end, we want the same thing,” George said, his arms outstretched. “An end to the current hostilities.”

“And to deal with the heresy that nearly destroyed my county,” Anna added, her tone dark.

George’s eyes flashed with fear, but his expression remained unmoved. “Of course, Lady von Clair. We all wish for heresy to be rooted out wherever it hides. Are we not all servants to the goddess?”

Not all of us, Nathan thought.

As George shuffled back to his table, Nathan worried that he might be more like George than he cared to admit. After all, he was the one paying regular visits to a demonic Messenger and doing unspeakable things with her.

Fei returned shortly with Sunstorm and her knights. Nobody else had arrived yet, so Nathan let them grab some food from inside the tent before shooing away the thankful beastkin. George glared at the beastkin who dared to get close to the food but said nothing.

Minutes passed. Nathan drained most of a tankard of lager while chatting with Anna about some of the renovation plans for her manor. Eventually, Alice arrived.

And next to Alice was a man that Nathan sincerely hoped hadn’t come. An obnoxiously handsome man, with a brutishly deep voice and a set of gleaming plate armor that had probably never seen battle.

Theus was here and appeared to be chatting up Alice.


Chapter 14




If asked, Seraph described Theus as carved from marble and with a face ripped from a painting. She also said his sculptor had forgotten to hollow out his head, which left no space for his brain to go.

Nathan considered that a long way of saying that Theus was as stupid as he was handsome. According to Leopold, he was also a coward.

Right now, Theus lived up to the idiot side of his description, if not the coward part. He preened as he spoke to Alice, trying to subtly flex his pointlessly huge biceps.

Nathan wondered why a Bastion even needed muscles that large. The binding stone gave him superhuman strength.

Alice’s expression was polite, but frozen. Her eyes screamed for somebody to rescue her. Leopold was immediately behind her, but if he said anything it went in one of Theus’s ears and out the other.

Scowling, Nathan took a step forward.

“Enough, you dolt,” a cold voice drawled. “I brought you here at Princess Alice’s request, given the seriousness of the charges being levied against you. You insult both yourself and the Federation with your antics.”

Torneus stepped into view. He pushed Theus’s head down. It was a comical sight, given the height and size differences.

Theus was a giant of a man, standing well over six foot and with biceps the size of Torneus’s torso.

By contrast, Torneus looked every part an ordinary old man. His white hair was closely cropped, he was clean-shaven, and he wore simple but refined robes. Theus could break the old man over his knee.

Despite that, Theus let himself be humiliated in front of some of the most powerful people in Doumahr, and the princess he had been trying to sleep with. Alice covered her mouth, but Nathan saw her smile from his vantage point.

After letting go of Theus, Torneus strode into the center of the tent. His sharp eyes found Nathan. The two men locked gazes.

It was only the second time in Nathan’s life that he had met Torneus’s gaze. Once again, it proved difficult.

Torneus’s eyes burned with an inner fire. He was like a man possessed. If the eyes were the window to the soul, then Torneus’s soul spoke of a conviction that nothing could overturn. A generous man would say he was driven.

A sane man would say that Torneus was mad.

Torneus frowned, then swept up to a keg and poured a lager. Afterward, he took a seat.

The afternoon was uneventful. Torneus said nothing, besides an introduction and some pleasantries that sounded very unpleasant. Theus sulked in the corner while one of his duogem Champions stroked his chest and probably muttered obscene things to him.

Only two aspects of Alice’s speeches drew much attention, and ire, from the Federation regents.

The first were the heresy accusations. Glares were thrown at Theus when Alice read them out. Nobody dared to so much as look at Torneus, although Nathan heard some grumblings over the food later. Torneus didn’t react and simply sipped his beer.

But what really annoyed the regents was the claim that the Empire’s terms for peace were the new borders. George in particular was furious that he was going to lose land.

“Perhaps you could have thought ahead, and not started a war,” one of the regents muttered.

Shouts erupted in response, and George rose to his feet. A fight nearly broke out within the Federation representatives, while Torneus rolled his eyes. Eventually, the Champions and knights intervened and pushed everybody apart.

“Is that normal?” Nathan asked Narime.

“I wouldn’t say normal, but it isn’t uncommon,” Narime said with a grimace. “Even Torneus gets involved sometimes. He knocked Duke Terrius out last year.”

Nathan blinked. “With a chair, or a bottle?”

“Neither. With his fists.”

Nathan reevaluated the evil old man. While he didn’t need to worry about Torneus’s haymaker, it still meant he was a much different person than he had thought.

The eastern cities were a much rougher place than Falmir, Nathan supposed. Torneus hadn’t been born into power but had instead claimed it through scheming and violence.

As negotiations for the day wound up, Nathan busied himself with security. Fights and other quarrels broke out. He had his magic users check that none of the food or drink was being poisoned. Sunstorm captured a few spies, and the Federation dumped a couple back in return, but no assassination attempts were made.

Alice’s tent remained impregnable, besides who she invited in. When a messenger told Nathan that his presence was requested, he double-checked everything in the encampment. Seraph called him a coward, and he glared back at her.

“I’m going to be tied up listening to her practice and prepare all night. I want to make sure everything is fine,” Nathan said.

“That’s why I’m here. Go handle your princess,” Seraph said. “You seem rather practiced at it for a man who’s never dealt with royalty before.”

Nathan froze at the comment, but Seraph walked away to handle another matter. There were too many things to take care of for the two of them to chat and bicker.

And every moment he wasted was another moment that Alice grew more annoyed.

“Oh, so you were coming. I worried that you were annoyed with me,” Alice said when he joined her.

“I am responsible for security and this entire negotiation, Your Highness,” Nathan said drily.

“Thank you for reminding me that I have no idea how to handle diplomacy of this scale, despite barging in on you.” Alice gave him an odd look. “Although where you learned how to handle it is an excellent question. Leopold is evasive on the matter, but last I remember, you ran a county before becoming a Bastion. Counts don’t handle international negotiation.”

“International negotiation is the same as other diplomatic events, just bigger,” Nathan bullshitted.

“Oh, yes, except for the greatly increased security, the need to build the entire location wholesale, the greatly increased risk of poisoning and assassination, and the fact that nobody can be relied on as an intermediary,” Alice said sharply. “I was always taught that negotiations with enemies took place with a neutral power to help.”

“That’s ideal, but there isn’t one,” Nathan replied. He looked around the tent. Alice hadn’t bothered to unpack, he noticed. She wore a gorgeous blood red dress that left her calves bare, and shoes that had decorative straps up to her knees, but he saw no sign of any other “princessy” things in her tent. “Is Leopold not joining us tonight?”

“I wanted to talk to you. After tomorrow, there’s a good chance I won’t see you for… let’s say a long time.” Alice screwed up her face, then let her smile return. “And you say there isn’t one, but there is a massive city-state to the north, and a nation full of fairies and elves not far from it. Both share borders with both the Empire and the Federation.”

“And both the Aurelian Spires and the Republic of Arcadia are implicated in Torneus’s plan,” Nathan said. “The time they could be considered neutral powers passed the moment they signed defensive pacts with the Federation.”

“Ah, yes, such normal knowledge for a fresh Bastion and count,” Alice said. “Don’t take this the wrong way. I adore your help here. I can only imagine the things we could accomplish if we worked together in the Empire.” Alice’s gaze became distant. “But it makes me question things. You Bastions are always so damn secretive, and you’re fairly open. How much does Leopold know that Grandpa doesn’t? What does Tharban know that makes him so angry about non-humans?”

“Not much,” Nathan said.

“About non-humans?”

“About anything.”

“Harsh.” Alice giggled. She paused and gave Nathan a soft smile. “Thank you, Nathan. It’s been a pleasure.”

“We still have the trip back,” he said, finding this meeting a bit odd. It was very unlike what he had expected.

But what had he expected, and why?

“Maybe, but I know that Uncle Leopold wants me back in the capital as soon as possible. If we can get a peace treaty, then there’s no reason for me to remain here. Plus, Charlotte is so antsy. I thought she’d enjoy being away from home, but all she does is squeak and sneak looks when she thinks nobody is looking.”

That sounded nothing like the Princess Charlotte that Nathan knew.

“Goodnight, Nathan. I’ll see you in the morning. Try to get some sleep this time.” Alice paused, and her cheeks flushed. “Actual sleep. I know what you do with your Champions.”

After letting out a cough, Nathan said, “Goodnight, Alice.”

The beaming smile she gave him when he called her by her name was a memory he would treasure.

As he wandered back to his tent, he realized why he had been expecting something different.

Alice reminded him of Charlotte. Everything about the way she acted was like a more boyish, younger version of Charlotte. Where Charlotte was an otherwise typical princess with a deeply aggressive streak and extensive knowledge, Alice was a tomboy who adopted her princess persona out of necessity and her desire to support the Empire. But the results felt similar, somehow.

Was this another effect of his transportation to this timeline? It reminded him of the strange coincidence that his father in both timelines had been a Bastion that he had become estranged from.

A question for Kadria when he returned to Gharrick Pass.

For now, he had one more day of negotiations. One more day to protect Alice from any threats, and to see how Torneus would attempt to torch the peace treaty.


Chapter 15




If anybody had mistaken Torneus’s silence from the previous day for weakness, they were sorely mistaken.

On the second day of negotiations, Torneus took the offensive. He didn’t allow any of the other regents to get a word in and began his attack the moment pleasantries ended.

“The Federation will not accept a peace treaty brokered under duress,” Torneus uttered. “Your accusations are one step short of blackmail, and your refusal to revert to pre-hostility borders belies your true purpose.”

“Our true purpose?” Alice said, eyes wide in disbelief. “And what might that be, High Lord Torneus?”

Torneus’s lip curled up in a sneer as he prepared to launch a blistering verbal assault. “The restoration of the Anfang Empire to its former glory, of course. The land you’ve seized once belonged to the Empire, before King George II’s family seceded from your failing state. If you had the chance, you’d take the rest of his land as well. Everybody knows that the Empire is at war with the Order of Trafaumh in order to reclaim your lost territory. You’ve even insulted Falmir over similar pretenses.”

“That’s a lie,” Alice snapped. She hid a grimace as she realized she took Torneus’s bait.

“Is it? Weren’t you dispatched by Emperor Gorthal to negotiate with the Kingdom of Falmir after the Imperial Diet gravely insulted them? But you’re here now. Such amazing negotiation skills at such a young age, my dear princess.” Torneus’s voice oozed with disdain.

This time, Alice kept her temper in check.

And it was Anna who stepped in to support her, “I understand that the Empire is confusing for a foreigner, but you shouldn’t say things that may mislead others, High Lord.”

“Oh?” Torneus raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. He took the opportunity to drain half his tankard of ale.

“Falmir lodged a protest over claims made by specific nobles, who happen to be members of the Diet. Saying that the Diet insulted Falmir is like saying that the Empire is accusing the Regency Council of heresy, because one of the Federation’s regents committed heresy.” Anna smiled sweetly at Torneus.

The glare she received in return would have melted steel if Torneus had the power. “I appreciate your detailed elaboration, Lady von Clair. It still doesn’t explain Her Highness’s presence here today.”

“I am still in talks with Falmir,” Alice said. “I would appreciate it if you do not insult both me and the Kingdom of Falmir by implying issues with our relationship that do not exist. Particularly in such an environment. It makes you appear insincere.”

“Does it?” Torneus asked.

“It does. As does implying that we want peace for the purposes of expansion. If I knew you were such a warmonger that you would undermine these peace talks, I would never have wasted my time on you,” Alice said coldly.

Torneus smirked in return. Then he rose to his feet, strode over to a keg, and began to slowly refill his tankard.

The other regents took the opportunity to stammer out apologies and excuses. Unlike Torneus, they didn’t want war, and they appeared to believe Alice’s words.

But the damage had been done.

Nathan caught Torneus’s eye as the regent wandered back to the table. Torneus raised his tankard in a mocking salute and winked at Nathan.

Torneus’s good cheer was for good reason. While he had received pushback, he had landed serious blows.

More to the point, he had revealed that he knew that Alice had been appointed to meet with Falmir. That was supposed to be a secret.

No doubt Leopold’s mind was racing with suspicions as to who the traitor was.

Who was Nathan kidding? Leopold immediately suspected Tharban. Everything led back to the Nationalists, and too many of Torneus’s plans had aligned with their political ploys. Nurevia’s appointment as Alice’s bodyguard made things too easy.

But Nathan felt differently. Torneus had thought that Alice had broken off talks with Falmir. If Nurevia was the leak, then Torneus should have known that didn’t happen.

And if Nurevia wasn’t the leak, had Alice accidentally revealed that Princess Charlotte was nearby?

The thought chilled Nathan to the bone. Relief ran through him that he had left Sen behind at Gharrick Pass.

Torneus rejoined the debate and immediately took over. “None of this addresses my issues. The Empire is seizing Federation territory under false pretenses. And there is plentiful evidence to suggest that this was planned in advance.”

“Bastion Leopold explained the heresy in excruciating detail yesterday, High Lord,” Alice said. “There are no false pretenses. The Federation invaded the Empire and attempted to cause a demonic invasion to weaken our defenses. That is fact.”

“Facts without evidence are supposition,” Torneus said, sneering. “And poor supposition at that. Bastion Theus is a dutiful servant of the Watcher Omria and has been for years. And while you used Bastion Leopold to accuse me, your evidence comes from a far less reliable man.”

Torneus spun and pointed a finger at Nathan, who stared back in surprise. Narime took several steps away from Nathan, her tails curling around her, although she glared daggers at Torneus as she did so.

“Bastion Nathan is not—” Leopold tried to say as he stood.

“He is the one who defended Gharrick Pass. He claims to have experienced the leyline disruption and to have dealt with the demonic invasion it caused. He even claims we attacked the Empire first.” Torneus scoffed. “But who is Bastion Nathan Straub? You left this out yesterday, but he is the son of the infamous Bastion Tharban von Straub. And if there’s anyone who supports the expansion of the Empire, it is the Crimson Warhound.”

Nathan remained silent, despite his desire to point out that his father had disowned him. This was political theater, and he had been instructed to remain out of it. No good would come of stepping in until somebody at the negotiating table instructed him to.

Especially because he didn’t know what Torneus’s game was.

Surprisingly, it was King George who spoke up first, while the rest of the table remained silent. He mopped at his brow as he said, “As you well know, Bastion Nathan has been disowned by his family. That is why he does not have the ‘von’ particle in his name anymore, despite being the firstborn child of the family.”

Torneus shot George a glare, and the chubby regent looked down at his half-empty platefuls of food.

Duke Terrius raised an eyebrow and glanced at Leopold. “May I ask why Bastion Nathan was disowned by the Warhound? I must admit that I was already aware of his connection to the Warhound, and it was quite disconcerting to me.”

“I am not at liberty to say,” Leopold said, but then winked. “But if you know me at all, and the politics surrounding me, then I will say that Bastion Nathan was disowned for the same reason that I supported his entry to the academy.”

Terrius snorted. “I suppose the beastkin knights should have been a giveaway. Not to mention that he stood within five feet of Narime without abusing her.”

Nathan was amazed that Tharban’s reputation was so terrible that even people half the world away knew what an awful person he was.

“That is a convenient cover,” Torneus continued, brow furrowed. “But it leaves out his inexperience. I questioned every Bastion in the Federation about the claims made about leyline disruption. Not even one agreed that a demonic invasion would result.”

That drew gasps from the regents. Leopold grimaced.

This was something they knew could happen, particularly after Narime had revealed that even she hadn’t known about it. Whoever Seraph had learned it from had kept it secret enough that it hadn’t spread within the Federation. And while Leopold was aware of it, it wasn’t common knowledge among Bastions. The Empire had far more advanced magical scientists than the Federation, and it barely understood how reverse cascades occurred.

“Furthermore,” Torneus said, his voice rising in triumph, “how can we believe the word of a Bastion whose evidence comes from Champions who defected from the Federation? Champions Sunstorm and Seraph betrayed us. You haven’t even brought them up, princess.”

Alice remained quiet on this point. It was one of those that Nathan had briefed her on. As tempting as it was to claim that Seraph and Sunstorm were reliable because they had been part of the Federation, that wouldn’t help during negotiations. Defectors were considered reliable by the nation they defected to, but despised by the one they defected from.

There was a reason Seraph wasn’t in the tent.

“I see,” Torneus said. “You don’t leave me convinced. How disappointing. I had come prepared to hand over Theus if you had produced even one whit of evidence against us, as a gesture of goodwill.”

“Goodwill?” Theus shouted. He shut up when everybody glared at him.

Torneus coughed, and resumed his speech, “But this is all you have. Baseless claims of heresy from traitors and a greenhorn. Connections to one of the most infamous of imperialists in the Empire. And a claim for peace while seizing territory that isn’t your own.”

With one last sneer, Torneus said, “Is there anything else, princess, or are we done here?”

Alice stared back at Torneus, her face expressionless. Her eyes flickered to Nathan, who grimaced but held his tankard tightly.

In the end, Torneus had come prepared to torch the peace treaty. The other regents knew his game. He had only needed one solid bit of footing to keep the war going.

How frustratingly similar to the method the Nationalists had used in the Diet.

Then Alice said, “I do. Or rather, Bastion Nathan does.” She laid an arm out toward Nathan, palm open. “If you would, Bastion.”

Leopold’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. Anna looked between Leopold and Alice in shock, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. The regents appeared confused.

“I do not believe he is part of the negotiation, princess,” Torneus said blandly.

“You attacked me for allowing Leopold to speak on his behalf earlier, High Lord. Or was that merely a rhetorical device, and all of your efforts to undermine him as empty as your pretenses for peace?” Alice said. Her tone didn’t raise or lower by even a beat.

Torneus remained silent. Then he waved a hand at Nathan. “Fine, make a fool of yourself.”

But Torneus’s eyes told a different story. His smug expression evaporated, and he glared at Nathan with all of his fury.

Nathan drained his tankard, then held it out to Narime. She looked around in confusion for several moments, before creeping up to him and taking it.

Then he looked back at Torneus and matched the man’s gaze once more. That same terrifying sense of conviction stared back at him.

“Tell me, have you forgotten about those nobles and soldiers that we captured outside of Lady Nair’s tower?” Nathan said.

Torneus blinked, but said nothing.

“Allow me to remind the regents that the land immediately to the east of the pass has always been Imperial territory. How could the Empire have attacked first if we fought a major battle to take back a mage tower that belongs to one of our sorcerers?” Nathan shook his head. “Never mind that we have Federation nobles in Aleich that have admitted that they were ordered by their regents to invade the Empire.”

“They’re under duress and fear for their lives,” Torneus said.

“And the other soldiers? And every officer we captured?” Nathan smirked. “What about all the bandits in our land that admit that they were being paid by the Federation? You don’t accept your former Champions’ testimony—fine—but dozens, if not hundreds, of other people say the same thing.”

“That doesn’t mean heresy—”

“A demonic invasion happened almost the moment I stopped your leyline disruption. And if you’re so confident, why don’t you ask Bastions from Arcadia or the Spires about what you did?” Nathan asked.

Torneus clammed up.

The other regents began to murmur. Leopold leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowed.

“Speaking of the Spires, if you didn’t attack first, shouldn’t they be supporting you? They could have seen the battle in Forselle Valley from their windows. But they backed away from your defensive pact. And this is after you spent years greasing the wheels of the Council of Aurelia to gain their support.”

“What nonsense are you spouting?” Torneus shouted.

“How else did you get a defensive pact from a city-state that famously despises humans?” Nathan shook his head. “In the end, though, none of this means anything.”

Silence overtook the tent. Even Alice appeared confused by Nathan’s last line.

“I assume you want me to take your bait and ask ‘why?’” Torneus drawled.

“I had hoped you would ask with a little more spirit, but I suppose that works,” Nathan said. “None of this matters because you will never accept peace. Your schemes have failed, everybody has seen through your lies, and your allies have abandoned you. Did you tell Korvell to stay behind, or did he refuse to come because he couldn’t back you, but wouldn’t betray you?”

“Bold words, with no substance.”

“I am all substance.” Nathan pointed a finger at Torneus. “You had a chance to wriggle out of this. Theus is even here as a political sacrifice, but you refused to offer him up. The idea of sacrificing anything appalls you. You have to be in control. And you’ll see everything burn before you’ll release even one of your fingers over the Federation that you’ve ruled with an iron grip.”

The regents stared at Nathan in shock. After all, he had just said that Torneus was their ruler and that they were pointless.

After several moments, Torneus raised his head and gave Nathan an upturned look. “And are you any different?”

Nathan blinked. What?

“I asked you a question,” Torneus said.

“I’m the one trying to organize a peace treaty,” Nathan said.

“Of course you are,” Torneus purred. “And I signed a defensive pact with the Spires and Arcadia. But, in truth, you are the puppet master here. Everybody dances to your tune. That’s why you had to be the one to step in at the end, after lurking in the corner and organizing everything. You are the only one who opposed me. Everybody else is a pawn in a match between us.” Torneus chuckled. “My mistake has been failing to realize it until now. But know that this game is far from over.”

With those final words, Torneus swept out of the tent.

The regents rose from their seats, roaring with rage and confusion as they chased after Torneus. They wanted answers that they wouldn’t get. Slowly, Theus trailed after the regents like a stupid lost lamb.

“Well, that didn’t go like I expected it to,” Nathan said.

Nobody said anything. Those at the table likely hadn’t heard him over the shouting, but Narime should have.

Looking around, Nathan couldn’t see the fox anywhere. She and her six silver fluffy tails had already vanished. He was left to pick up the pieces of the failed negotiation.


Chapter 16




The return to Gharrick Pass was swift. Torneus and the other regents left almost immediately, leaving their soldiers behind.

As tempting as it was to send Sunstorm after them, Theus’s Champions were too great a threat. Nathan let the Federation retreat.

He debriefed his officers, who were confident they could dismantle the encampment without issue. Once the Federation soldiers began to leave, Nathan considered his job done.

With that, the negotiations were over. They had gone as well as he had expected, if worse than he had hoped.

Narime was missing and had presumably returned to the Federation. Alice had retreated to her tent, although Anna and Leopold were with her. The camp was being patrolled by Nathan’s Champions, just in case something went awry.

Within hours of Torneus’s tantrum, they set off for Fort Taubrum.

Nathan received no midnight summons from Alice. The failure of the negotiations hit her hard, and he worried that Torneus’s words had affected her. More to the point, he wondered if she had expected him to somehow salvage things at the end there.

Once back in the fortress at Gharrick Pass, Nathan assembled everybody in one of the larger sitting rooms.

Leopold, Anna, Seraph, Fei, Sen, Sunstorm, and Vera were present.

“Where’s Alice?” Nathan asked, feeling he already knew the answer.

“She is with Princess Charlotte. Nurevia and Mae are with her,” Leopold said, nursing a finger of brandy. Mae was the duogem Champion that Leopold had left here during the negotiations, and who often accompanied Leopold in the shadows.

Nathan grimaced. Even now Alice was unwilling to meet with them. What a mess.

“You don’t trust Nurevia,” Anna said suddenly.

“After what happened, how can I?” Leopold said bitterly.

Seraph raised an eyebrow and looked at Nathan questioningly. The lamps flickered for a few moments, but nobody gave them more than a glance.

Shrugging, Nathan took a seat and raised his own glass of brandy. “Torneus somehow knew that Anna had been sent to smooth relations with Falmir. I assume that was a secret.”

“Yes,” Leopold grumbled. “It was frustrating that you even knew that she was aligned with His Majesty. But knowing her movements? That is a bridge too far. Somebody leaked some of the most sensitive information from within the Empire to the Federation.”

“Would Tharban betray the Empire?” Seraph asked. “I thought he wanted the restoration of Imperial Glory. How would selling us out help him?”

Anna frowned, swirling her red wine. “A lot of the movements that the Nationalists made aligned too well with Torneus’s moves. If Tharban is working with Torneus, it’s probably because they have some sort of deal. It’s not like Tharban can’t betray the Federation later.”

There wouldn’t be a later, Nathan thought. The Federation had planned to effectively destroy the Empire, even if by accident.

But that’s also why Nathan was suspicious of Tharban’s involvement.

“We’re jumping to conclusions,” Nathan said. “Seraph’s right. Tharban’s an ass, but he hates foreigners as much as he hates non-humans.”

“Nurevia is his Champion,” Leopold pointed out.

“I don’t see Torneus bending over and begging to be whipped,” Nathan drawled.

The eyebrows of every woman in the room shot up.

“Thank you for that awful mental image,” Leopold said with a grimace as he slugged back his brandy. He poured another finger into his glass.

“More to the point, Torneus knew that Alice met with Falmir, but didn’t know that she had brought Charlotte here,” Nathan said. “He seemed surprised when Alice countered him. If Nurevia was the source, then Torneus would have already known.”

Leopold froze. “I hadn’t thought of that. But that raises further questions. If not Tharban, then who else? And did Alice possibly leak the location of Princess Charlotte?”

“She didn’t mention Charlotte,” Nathan said after a few moments.

“No, but it’s possible that Torneus knew that Alice was meeting with her. Her safety may now be at stake.” Leopold scowled. “This was easier when it was just Tharban. Now this has become a series of shadow games.”

“Should we all start searching for strings on our backs? I already checked for mine,” Anna said. “Sorry, Nathan, but if you’re my puppet master, then you must have forgotten to attach any to me.”

“If you feel left out, I can add them now.” Nathan made threading motions in the air. “No?”

“No, thank you. But I’ll take great joy in being your countess. Once you take control of the Empire, I’ll be de facto Empress.”

Leopold rolled his eyes. “Do not joke about that.” He thrust a finger at Nathan. “You shouldn’t have riled up Torneus like that. I have never seen or heard of him acting like that. There’s no telling what he’ll do next.”

Nathan couldn’t help but agree. The closest that Torneus had ever come to acting like that in Nathan’s timeline had been in the moments before Narime had incinerated him. The aftermath had been the complete destruction of the Federation and a mass evacuation.

“Wasn’t Nathan right?” Fei asked. She avoided alcohol and instead nursed a black coffee.

“There’s a difference between correct and doing the smart thing in the moment,” Anna said. “If I stood up in the Diet and called Tharban a warmongering monster that was plotting against the Emperor, hated non-humans, and can’t even run his own county, I’d be correct. It would also be very stupid and possibly life shortening.”

“Oh.” Fei’s eyes widened.

“I feel like I missed some genuine fireworks,” Vera said.

“Nothing really happened here. I did see the princess a few times.” Sen shrugged.

“The negotiations weren’t supposed to be about fireworks,” Leopold said. He sighed.

“I don’t think they’re a complete failure, even if Alice is upset about them,” Nathan said.

“Don’t worry too much about Alice,” Anna said. When he looked at her, she shrugged in return and gave him a cryptic smile. “You have a war to worry about.”

“And that’s why I don’t think the negotiations were a complete failure. Torneus admitted in front of the other regents that he was manipulating them, and that he was behind everything,” Nathan said.

“I wouldn’t call what he said an admission of guilt,” Leopold said.

“He called everybody in the room a pawn in a chess match, Leopold.”

A pause. “True,” Leopold said.

“In the end, there’s likely to be a serious chink in the Regency Council that we can—” Nathan was saying when there was a knock on the door.

Everybody turned around. Given how important their meeting was, it seemed highly unlikely that they were being interrupted by a servant for anything trivial.

Sen stepped over and opened the door.

A pale-faced beastkin knight stepped in, his silken horse tail hanging low. He gulped when he saw who and what he was interrupting. His breastplate clanged with a sharp salute.

“Bastion, I have something to report,” the beastkin said, eyes unfocused.

“Relax,” Nathan said. “What’s happened?”

“We, uh, can’t get through to Fort Taubrum, sir,” the beastkin stuttered.

The mutterings behind Nathan stopped, resulting in a deathly silence. He gestured for the soldier to continue.

“The wireless doesn’t work. The captain told Mikael to try the mirror, and it took ages to find, but—” the beastkin began to blather, and Nathan let him get it out of his system.

“So, you couldn’t get through to Fort Taubrum using any of our magical communication methods?” Nathan confirmed.

The beastkin blinked. “That’s right, sir. You, uh, don’t seem concerned.”

“I’m the Bastion. It’s my job to handle situations like this,” Nathan said. “And I don’t think it’s as bad as you fear.”

The beastkin glanced past Nathan with a quizzical look. Then he looked back at Nathan. Something ran through the soldier’s mind, and color began to return to his face. He snapped off another salute.

“What are your orders, sir?” he asked, voice certain again.

Truthfully, Nathan didn’t know. He needed to exude confidence, because doing anything less was a recipe for disaster. Right now, he knew that his officers were doing their best to keep his soldiers busy, but they would be panicking as well.

As far as his soldiers were concerned, Fort Taubrum had just been taken by the Federation. A fortress that couldn’t be reached by any form of communication was under heavy siege, and given this was winter, there was no way for Nathan to rally heavy reinforcements in time to save it.

But was that really the case?

“Sunstorm,” Nathan said.

“I’ll check the gateway,” she said, rising to her feet and vanishing with a glimmer of her onyx gem.

“Sir?” the beastkin soldier asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said. The gateway was a secret from most of the soldiers in Gharrick Pass, in order to prevent it from leaking to the Federation. “Have you tried contacting Trantia? Forselle Valley? Or any other positions on the far side of Gharrick Pass?”

The beastkin furrowed his brow in thought. “Kinda, sir. The captain tried to check with some of the forts and supply posts near Fort Taubrum. No answer, either. He figured…” he trailed off.

“But not Trantia or anywhere else on this side of the pass?” Nathan asked.

“No, sir.” After a few moments, the beastkin’s eyes widened. “You think this is some sort of equipment failure? Like what some of the veterans say about the, uh, leyline stuff.”

“Leyline disruption. It’s more likely than the Federation sweeping in and capturing everything east of Gharrick Pass overnight, without a single message reaching us.” Nathan gave the beastkin a sardonic smile and received a relaxed grin in return.

“Right. Yeah, that makes sense, sir.” A pause. “So, what now?”

“Go back to your captain and have him try to contact Trantia and other positions this side of the pass. Sen will take over, so relay anything through her,” Nathan said.

“Sir,” the beastkin said. He snapped off a salute and ran off down the corridor.

“Should I go?” Sen asked a moment later.

Nathan closed the door and shook his head. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and tried to process what he had heard. There wasn’t much, but he already had a hunch as to what was happening.

It’s not like there were many other possibilities. And he had experienced this far too many times.

The issue was that the timing was uncannily good for the Federation to be a coincidence.

Nathan stared at the lamps. They had flickered earlier, hadn’t they?

“If this is leyline disruption, shouldn’t we be mobilizing everything in anticipation of an imminent assault?” Anna asked. Her wine glass was firmly on the table, out of reach. The same went for every other glass of alcohol in the room.

Nobody was drinking anymore. Seraph poured cups of strong black coffee in the corner. Idly, Nathan wondered if Seraph already knew what was happening. She knew the sorts of things that Torneus would pull and was knowledgeable about binding stones and leylines.

“He doesn’t think this is leyline disruption,” Leopold said darkly.

“Eh?” Fei squeaked. “But didn’t you say…” Fei trailed off, her face falling as she saw Nathan’s expression and realized she had fallen for the confidence trick he had used on the guard.

“Leopold’s right. Leyline disruption is impossible,” Nathan said.

“Why?” Anna pressed.

Vera chipped in, “Because it happened too fast. It took months for Sen to shut down communication between us last time. The wireless worked perfectly yesterday, but it’s inoperable today? That’s not leyline disruption. Something much bigger happened.”

Sen’s eyes widened as something clicked in her mind. Her jaw dropped. “No, is this…”

“Go on. I’ll be impressed if you get this,” Nathan said.

“It’s a cascade, isn’t it,” Sen whispered. “You’ve explained that leyline disruption produced effects similar to it, and that reverse cascades happen because of it. So, if something big is happening at once to knock out magical communication, that means a huge surge of magic is running down the leylines.”

Leopold let out a low whistle. “I see why you chose her as the ifrit’s vessel. Assuming that the ifrit didn’t tell her the secret.”

Sen shot him a dirty look. “He didn’t. Although he did confirm my suspicion once I thought of it.”

“Yes, this is a cascade,” Nathan explained to the rest of the room. “Somewhere nearby, demonic energy has overflowed from a portal and washed down the leylines. No, maybe not even nearby. For all we know, the cascade could stretch across the entire eastern border of the Empire.”

“That would be the largest cascade in centuries,” Leopold said. His eyes narrowed.

“We don’t have any idea where it may have come from.” Nathan tapped his head. “We need to check. While we wait for Sunstorm and the guards to report back, we have another method. I’ll check my binding stones. Leopold, you…” he trailed off.

Leopold’s eyes had already glazed over. The old man was already in his mental world, checking on his binding stones.

“Yeah, do that,” Nathan muttered.

Seraph smirked at Nathan. The rest of the room looked confused.

Ignoring them, Nathan dove into his binding stones. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for.

The flow of magic through the leylines around both of his binding stones was like a natural disaster. An avalanche was the most appropriate comparison. Energy roared through the leylines from the north, shredding the delicate balance of magic in the world. Many smaller leylines were completely overwhelmed and had been reduced to noise.

South of the binding stones, the surge was muted. Fort Taubrum still had fairly significant flows pouring out of it, which suggested it wasn’t stopping the cascade dead. Binding stones to the south and east would feel the effects of the cascade. That meant invasions would be triggered in the Federation.

But Gharrick Pass was like a sponge. Not a single drop of energy appeared to escape it. The leylines around the binding stone were frizzled and useless from the sheer concentration of energy, but nothing was wrong even a mile or two south of the fortress.

“This is bad,” Nathan gasped as he returned to reality. “Really, really bad.”

“Bad does not begin to describe this,” Leopold muttered. He glared at his coffee and reached for his flask. Before he could pour it into his coffee, Seraph grabbed his hand.

“Perhaps you should remain sober,” Seraph said.

The old man glared up at her, but her iron grip remained in place. He relented. The flask returned to his hip.

“Forselle Valley and almost every binding stone under my control has been hit. Everything north of Gharrick Pass, and as far east as Aleich. I suspect even Bastion Maylis’s binding stone in Aleich has been hit.” Leopold cursed. “The only possible cause is that the portal in the Spires has suffered a cascade. That has never happened before. They have a trigem Champion. What could possibly cause them to close their portal early?”

If Nathan was being generous, then a Messenger could.

Realistically, there was only one option.

“Torneus,” Nathan and Seraph said at the same time. They looked at each other and grimaced.

Leopold’s eyes closed. “I had hoped you wouldn’t say that. Nathan, you accused Torneus of working with the Council of Aurelia. That sounded baseless at the time, but this confirms it. Do you know what this means?”

Oh no.

“I don’t,” Nathan lied.

“A cascade of this magnitude could cause untold devastation. If I wasn’t preparing for open war with the Federation, I wouldn’t have the Champions in position to stop so many invasions at once,” Leopold said. “The entire eastern border of the Empire would fall. And with that…” he trailed off, his expression darkening.

“Aleich,” Nathan said. He knew what came next.

History was trying absurdly hard to correct itself. Somebody, or something, really hated what Nathan was trying to do.

“Nathan, you seemed a little too worried earlier,” Seraph said, her gaze pointed.

“That’s because we have a much bigger problem here.” He grimaced and ran a hand down his face. “Gharrick is soaking up way too much energy from the cascade. That’s not natural, and I know exactly who is responsible.”

Leopold stared at Nathan.

“I assume I should rally every soldier in the fortress and surrounding region,” Seraph said.

“We have other problems as well,” Nathan said.

“We do?” Leopold asked. “Because I do not like what you just implied.”

Nathan ignored him. He strode up to the window. Unlike recently, he could see out of it. The walls were lit up. Soldiers shuffled along them at speed. Some were outside the walls, patrolling for enemies that weren’t coming.

After all, the enemies would appear from inside the keep.

“We’ve lost all communications. The Federation is on edge, but they’re in the same boat. The cascade is large enough that it’s going to affect their border forts. I’m certain of it, based on what I felt at Fort Taubrum,” Nathan explained.

“You’re a new Bastion. Reading flows during a cascade is something you’ve never been trained in,” Leopold said.

“You’re acting surprised about the things he’s somehow experienced in now, Leopold?” Anna asked in disbelief.

Leopold clammed up and his expression turned stony.

“Things are tense on the borders. The first thing our soldiers assumed when they couldn’t reach Fort Taubrum was that we had been invaded. What do you think my officers at Fort Taubrum are thinking right now? What about the Federation soldiers along the border who can’t reach anywhere else in the Federation?” Nathan asked. “If they don’t attack first, they risk being attacked in the worst possible situation.”

The room remained silent, but everybody understood his point.

“The cascade isn’t only about threatening our fortresses with demons. It’s about knocking out communications long enough for frightened officers to make dumb decisions and kick off the war early. That forces the hand of many of the regents who might not want to be involved.” Nathan sighed. “We need to somehow tell the Federation that we aren’t attacking and calm down our soldiers.”

“Why would the Federation believe us?” Seraph asked. “I’m persona non grata.”

Nathan remained silent but looked out the window. There was one person who still had the ability to communicate over long distances with magic right now.

But she had vanished.

“Narime,” Seraph said.

“She could stop this from happening. Without her, the best we can do is rely on Sunstorm’s gem abilities to support Fort Taubrum,” Nathan said.

It was a terrible plan. But Nathan didn’t have any real options to stop the Federation from launching an assault. Sunstorm returned and confirmed that the gateway was out of commission, which made sense given the sheer amount of demonic energy overwhelming the leylines.

Winter prevented Nathan from sending many of his soldiers east through the pass. Sunstorm could move swiftly with her gem abilities, and Nathan could control his binding stone from afar, but that was as much as he could do.

If the Federation invaded en masse, that meant all out war.

“I believe we still have one other topic,” Leopold said. “You implied earlier that a Messenger was invading Gharrick Pass.”

Nathan’s Champions remained silent, as they already knew this. But Anna and Vera stared at Nathan in shock.

Before he could respond, the door slammed open.

“Nathan, what’s going on? There’re guards everywhere, and I can’t reach Grandpa,” Alice shouted.

Behind her followed another young woman with long curly brown hair and a bust size that Nathan wasn’t about to forget.

Princess Charlotte had finally shown herself at the darkest hour.


Chapter 17


Narime



The beastkin maids had only finished laying out dinner when the pulse of magic ran through Narime. Blinding light flooded the room for a moment as wisps panicked. They dimmed a moment later but rested against the bottom of their blown glass lamps.

Duke Terrius clicked his tongue and scratched his balding head. “As much as I like the old style of lamp, wisps are far too unreliable. I wonder what set them off?” He raised his ceramic sake cup to his mouth and looked at his guest. “Narime? Is something wrong?”

Lost in focus, Narime didn’t answer at first. Her tails weaved a slow but complex pattern behind her. She wore an elegant kimono of blue and gold that her mother had gifted her when she grew her fourth tail and officially became an adult. Her hair was done up with hairpins the length of her forearms, each crafted from gold and glittering with non-magical sapphires to match her Champion gems.

“Narime?” Terrius repeated. He lowered his sake cup, then gestured for the servants to leave him.

The horse beastkin maids bowed and left. The room was magically warded with aural barriers to prevent eavesdropping. Grimacing, Terrius bit into a piece of grilled cod.

Ostensibly, they were eating a seafood platter styled after those served in the Kurai Peninsula. But only Narime’s half had any raw fish, and there was precious little of it. The Federation were wary of raw fish, given how easy it was to become ill from a poorly stored or prepared one.

In a country as cutthroat as this, Narime didn’t blame anybody for being suspicious of the origins of their food. She rarely ate raw fish anywhere on Doumahr. Even Duke Terrius had precious few suppliers that he trusted, and he lacked any preference for it. He served it purely for Narime.

“Something has gone horribly wrong,” Narime said when she returned to her senses.

Terrius froze, a piece of fish halfway to his mouth. He lowered it to his plate and cleansed his palate with some water. “Define ‘horribly wrong,’ please.”

“A cascade has triggered somewhere to the north. I can’t sense exactly where but it’s… enormous. I haven’t felt anything like it since…” she trailed off as memories overwhelmed her.

Faces of friends and family that she could never see again entered her mind and left it almost as quickly.

“I understand,” Terrius said, a sad smile on his face as he looked away. “Are we in danger?”

“I don’t know. It depends on how close your portal was to an invasion,” Narime said.

“I have the wireless. Let’s—”

Narime shook her head. “It won’t work. This cascade is massive. Communications will be out from Aleich to Tartus.”

Tartus was Torneus’s home city and the capital of his province. It sat roughly halfway between the Houkeem Desert and the Gharrick Mountains.

“That far?” Terrius’s mouth gaped for several seconds. “How can a cascade be that massive? When we close portals in Houkeem, or even here, they only stretch a binding stone or two. There are at least six binding stones between Tartus and Aleich. More, even.”

“Which makes this suspicious,” Narime said. She rose to her feet.

Terrius stared up at her in confusion. “We’re talking about a cascade. Nobody can force the demons to invade, Narime.”

“That’s what I thought a month ago, but then I met Nathan and learned otherwise.” She began to walk toward the door.

“Wait, damn you,” Terrius said. He scrambled to his feet and followed her outside.

The beastkin maids didn’t block Narime’s path, but she waited for Terrius regardless. She owed him, and he had been nothing but friendly toward her. Even if she didn’t know where he stood regarding the coming conflict.

“Don’t just rush off. If this is a cascade, then we need to plan for it.” Terrius scowled. “I’ll get dressed, then you can take me to my castle. I can check with my Champions.”

“We can’t reach anybody, you know,” Narime said.

“I am the regent of this province and this city is my home. I will ensure its safety,” Terrius thundered. He glared at her. “I know you can teleport. Afterward, let’s talk about everything else and this Nathan Straub you’re so smitten with.”

Her cheeks flushed and Narime looked away. Terrius didn’t waste any time. His footsteps echoed along the hallway as he stomped into his bedroom and changed into something that didn’t look like a bathrobe. Narime didn’t bother to change. Mystic foxes looked odd to everybody anyway, and she liked wearing a kimono.

Although she did put on her shoes.

Once she teleported the two of them to Terrius’s castle, she left him to chat with his Champions. His Bastion was deployed at the Houkeem Desert, and the two Champions he left behind had complete command of the province’s security.

The duogem in command was a horse beastkin. Her eyes held a nasty look whenever she looked at Terrius, but she held herself in check. The look of fear that crossed her face when her gaze met Narime’s said everything.

Duke Terrius might be friendly toward Narime, but he owned an entire clan of beastkin slaves. This duogem Champion was one of the lucky few that was spared slavery, but only because a Bastion in service to her old owner liked her. Had she really escaped slavery?

Narime didn’t have the answer to that.

“An invasion will happen, but not for a few days,” Terrius said after pulling them into a spare meeting room.

The castle interior was stark compared to her recent lodgings. Cold, gray stone. Plain oaken furnishings with no decoration or finishing. No cabinets full of expensive liquors or magical percolators tucked into the corner.

Her Bastion’s castle was no different to this. When she returned to the Houkeem Desert, she’d spend months on end fighting demons with nothing to keep her distracted beside meditation and cheap wine.

It bothered Narime that the luxury of Nathan’s castle attracted her. He had an extensive library that rivaled any noble in the Federation. Every room was as extravagantly decorated as anything in one of Duke Terrius’s manors.

The food was less impressive, but the Champions told her that was because the cooks stuck to seasonal fare. The busty catgirl drooled every time she had talked about the end of winter and the massive plates of meat she was going to devour.

“With communications out, I need to reach out to the border fortresses,” Narime said.

“And do what, exactly?” Terrius asked. “You said this was suspicious, and I agree, but I’m not sure I agree on who is suspicious.”

“You don’t? Because there’s a man in the Federation who just admitted he’s been playing everybody for fools.”

“And you just returned from a month with a man who may be doing the same in the Empire. He knows more than you about demons and portals. Who knows what he’s capable of?” Terrius said.

“Not this,” Narime said. “The only place nearby that could trigger a cascade of this size are the Aurelian Spires. And who do we know has been dealing with the Spires?”

Terrius scowled and fell silent.

A small clock ticked on a desk in the corner.

“Let’s say you’re right. What do we gain from working against Torneus? He’ll destroy you if you step out of line. You’re only a Champion, Narime,” Terrius said.

“If I need to find a new Bastion, I will. I like Arriet, but only as a commander,” Narime said. “I’ve changed Bastions before. I’ll do it as many times as I have to, if it means preventing my new home being destroyed by demons again.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Terrius waved a hand at the door. “Fine, go. But this won’t end here.”

Wasting any more time was pointless. Narime didn’t bother with the door. Her gems glowed, and she teleported out of the castle with a spell.

She didn’t have enough power to teleport from binding stone to binding stone, however. For hours, she used magic and her own enhanced physical ability to cross the western border of the Federation. At every border fort and castle she found the same thing.

Companies of nervous soldiers massing in courtyards and fields, unwilling to go to war, but terrified that their country was under attack.

If somebody wanted to restart the war, they had chosen the best tactic possible. How many would die in the coming days and weeks before the leylines calmed down, and the regents resumed control of their armies? How many fathers and sons would be screaming for vengeance and charging off to war afterward?

Narime only hoped that something was happening in the Empire. If there wasn’t, then she had a very personal visit to pay to Nathan.

And she wouldn’t teleport away this time.

Assuming, of course, that he survived the Messenger that was invading him at this moment. Narime paused for a moment in her rush and said a prayer to Omria. Like most mystic foxes, she didn’t believe that Omria was a real goddess, but she had a mystical belief in the Watcher’s power. If anybody was going to protect Nathan, she imagined it would be Omria.

Because she didn’t know if anybody else was protecting Doumahr right now.


Chapter 18




“This is what portals look like?” Princess Charlotte gasped out.

“It didn’t look this intimidating last time,” Anna muttered. “It was a lot smaller, and there weren’t so many walls.”

“I can’t believe this was built by this useless pup,” Nurevia muttered, shooting Nathan looks.

After Alice’s sudden intrusion, Nathan had led everybody to the portal. Explaining the situation would take longer than visual aids, and that was time that could be used to begin preparing the defenses. The castle bustled with activity, and Nathan sent Sen and Fei off to round up as many soldiers as they could. Many of them were out on patrols and messengers needed to be sent to alert them.

In the meantime, Sunstorm began the long process of alerting the forts on the eastern side of the Gharrick Mountains. She would also stop the invasion at Fort Taubrum, although Nathan suspected it would be a weak one. Unlike the one at Gharrick Pass, its binding stone had only just been activated and hadn’t been subjected to months of leyline disruption.

Once through the double door gate that separated the portal from the fortress, the party discovered what Nathan’s hobby had been for the past month and some change. At some point, Kuda—Anna’s butler and the fortress administrator—had joined them.

The twin valleys were each protected by a double layer of twenty-meter-high stone walls. Nathan had been forced to choose to defend either the central clearing—where the entrance to the fortress was—or the valleys themselves. Without the resources to defend both, he chose the lesser evil.

Kadria had advised him to avoid fighting them together, so he assumed that meant one of the Twins would attack through each of the two valleys. Fighting two Messengers together was insanity, as they could pool their power together for an exponential increase in magical ability. If they were separated in the valleys, it might be possible to win.

Even so, Nathan left a small stone fort at the entrance. A small number of automaton statues and ballistae protected it, and it was the last refuge they had if they needed to retreat. Unmanned catapults sat behind the walls that blocked off each of the valleys. They sat here in case the soldiers needed to retreat from the forward wall.

“You should have shown me this earlier,” Leopold grunted out, although he nodded approvingly at the arrayed defenses. “A massive transformation of the world surrounding the portal is a sure sign of imminent invasion by a Messenger.”

“I know,” Nathan said.

“I gathered from the fact none of your Champions were surprised,” Leopold drawled, fixing Seraph with a glare. Nathan was glad that Fei and Sen weren’t present right now.

“Couldn’t you have at least told me? This is the second time you’ve left me out of the discussions regarding the portal,” Anna said.

“There’s been enough on our plates as is with the negotiations. I had hoped for more time,” Nathan said.

“Uncle Leopold, how bad are Messengers? Because this looks as strong as Maylis’s defenses back at the capital.” Alice stared at the walls wide-eyed.

Leopold didn’t answer. Instead, he walked up one of the walls to get a better look at the defenses.

Between each layer of walls stood dozens of catapults, huge wooden shields, and clearings marked out with ritual circles. Trenches and lines of defensive earthworks broke up the space farther. Hundreds of soldiers milled about below Nathan and company as they watched from the walls. Boulders were loaded in the ammunition deposits of the catapults, and the shields were mounted on wheels for portability. Officers conducted drills, and shouts echoed off the cliffs.

“Again, looks really strong,” Alice said.

“Does it need to be this strong?” Charlotte muttered. She kept her bodyguard Champion between herself and the others.

Nathan tried not to stare at the princess. Not because of his attachment to her.

But because she was so meek.

“Come on, Charlotte. Look at how many catapults there are? And those circles are for the battlemages to cast their spells together for greater effect. There are even postern gates in the corners so that Nathan and the knights can sortie.” Alice’s voice was excited as she pulled on Charlotte’s dress. “This is going to be amazing to watch.”

“You are not watching this,” Nathan said.

“Under no circumstances will you be here during the invasion,” Leopold thundered.

Alice pouted. She hunched her shoulders and looked between both Bastions for a few moments. Realizing neither of them would give in, she turned to Anna for support.

“You’re kidding, right?” Anna asked. “My officers told me what happened last time Nathan fought off an invasion. It involved a tornado made of fire, a flood of flesh-eating water, and intentionally letting the demons breach the walls. And this is going to be more dangerous.”

Alice’s jaw dropped, and she looked at Nathan. “The Inferno Tornado?”

Nathan rolled his eyes. Good thing Sen wasn’t here. They’d be squealing over the spell right now.

“Alice, I told you before that I would only allow you to stay if you did as I told you when it came to security,” Leopold said, rising to his full height.

“How come you only call me by my name when you’re ordering me around,” Alice grumbled. “Fine, Uncle. I’ll go somewhere safe when the fighting starts.” Then she grinned. “Assuming, of course, there is somewhere safe? Aren’t Messengers super dangerous?”

“They’re an existential threat to humanity, but they’re not unstoppable,” Nathan said. “I’ve been preparing defenses against them since I knew one was coming. The basement around the binding stone is warded against them.”

Almost everybody stared at Nathan. Alice scowled at him.

“Warded how?” Leopold asked. “If the fortress itself is breached, then things are already as dire as it comes.”

“Spatial and mental wards. The records suggest that many fortresses fell effectively instantly. That could only happen if a Messenger somehow struck at the Bastion directly or bypassed his normal defenses.” Nathan frowned. “And we know that Messengers can use ascended magic.”

Of course, this was almost complete bullshit. Nathan was wary of direct attacks on his binding stone for one reason, and one reason only.

Kadria had warned him that the Twins were a similar type of Messenger to her. And Kadria had defeated Nathan by attacking his binding stone directly using either a spatial or mental attack. He had yet to discover which, but he had greatly increased his defenses around Gharrick Pass this time. Half his library was dedicated to every tome he could find that hinted at spatial or mental magic in history, although he hadn’t found anywhere near enough time to go through all the books.

Times like this were when he really needed somebody like Gareth, who could invent ridiculous magic almost overnight, and was insane enough to try it.

Leopold grunted in approval and turned back to the soldiers below. “There are a lot of them. More than I’d expect to defend a portal.”

“This explains where all my soldiers have been going,” Anna said. “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been sending them, given the pass still isn’t clear.”

“They’re not here to fight the demons in melee, but every siege engine I have adds something. There are a lot of ballistae in the walls, as well. The more manned weapons I have, the more I can focus on automaton knights.”

Nathan pointed at the lines of steel statues standing at the base of the far wall. They practically blended into the granite wall at this distance.

“As amusing as it is to see the Imperial Princess revealing her love for her army, a more pressing question is how long do we have?” Vera asked.

As if to answer her question, the world went dark. The soldiers stopped moving. The red sky vanished in an instant and became an eerie pitch black. Moments later, the purple light that crept up from the cracks in the ground turned bright white. Their vision returned to normal, despite the transition to a monochrome world.

“Hours,” Nathan said.

The soldiers who had frozen out of shock returned to their drills. Their officers screamed loud enough that even the sharpest soldier stopped questioning what strange hellscape he had ended up in.

“Then let’s form a plan. The valley is split in two. Are the defenses the same?” Leopold asked.

“They are. I’m assuming something will happen if the enemy joins up at the end. Maybe that’s not true, but who knows with a Messenger,” Nathan said.

“A good assumption. Stranger things are detailed in the records. There was a Messenger who rolled down a hill once, and he grew larger with everything he hit, until he was so massive he obliterated the fortress when he reached the bottom.” Leopold shook his head.

“We’ll need to split up. I only have two companies of beastkin knights capable of fighting the demons head-on, but Sunstorm will be—” Nathan began to say.

“Keep both.” Leopold pointed a finger at his own Champion, Mae, who stood beside Alice. “Mae, Nurevia, and I will hold the other wall.”

“I will?” Nurevia said. “Maybe you’re forgetting, but you’re not my boss, old fart. And my mission is to defend Alice.”

“And you’ll do that by stopping the Messenger before they get to her,” Leopold growled.

Nurevia narrowed her eyes, then smirked at Nathan. “Well, let’s see if your defenses are half as impressive as they look. Maybe you are half the man your daddy is. You certainly sound it in bed, but it’s not how you use it that counts, it’s what you’re pumping inside ‘em.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Seraph said. Beside her, the princesses turned scarlet and the Falmir Champion bared her teeth at the dark elf, her hand falling on her sword.

Nathan rolled his eyes and ignored Nurevia’s comments. Then he noticed something missing in Leopold’s team—or someone. “You need a sorcerer, Leopold.”

“I have your siege engines and battlemages.”

“Don’t be stupid, old man,” Vera snapped. “I’ll back you up.”

Leopold grimaced and looked away.

Nathan didn’t have the foggiest clue why the old man disliked Vera’s help, but he didn’t have the time to play psychologist.

“Nurevia, Mae, and Vera with Leopold. I’ll take Seraph, Fei, and Sen, plus both of my beastkin companies,” Nathan said.

Alice pointed at Leopold. “Doesn’t that mean Uncle Leopold has an advantage? He’s older, more experienced, and has two duogem Champions, plus a powerful sorceress.”

“Experience doesn’t mean much when Nathan is next to his binding stone, Your Imperial Highness,” Leopold drawled.

Frowning, Alice tilted her head and looked around her. “Huh. I guess not. You built all this so quickly, didn’t you?” She began mouthing things to herself.

Nathan still didn’t know why Alice had shut herself off from him after the negotiations, but she didn’t appear to hold a grudge against him or appear scared of him. He would take what he could get.

“In that case, I believe it’s time to get you to safety,” Leopold said, staring at the princesses.

“It’s still safe,” Alice said.

A demonic scream split the air. Alice’s hair stood up on end, and her hand shot to her side. It gripped nothing, and she cursed under her breath. Charlotte gripped onto the arm of her bodyguard for dear life, and the duogem Champion grit her teeth.

Thunk-thunk-thunk went the ballistae in the far wall. The guards on the battlements pointed at something, and Nathan saw them laughing. Within moments, the ballistae stopped firing and all fell silent.

“That sounded like something got turned into a pincushion,” Seraph said.

“How nice,” Nurevia muttered.

Leopold gave Alice a meaningful glare, and the princess relented. The invasion might not have started, but the portal was far from safe.

Kuda slipped away with Anna, Charlotte, and Alice. The Falmir Champion also joined them, as her duty was to protect Charlotte. Fei would let them into the basement, where they would be behind the strongest protections in Gharrick Pass.

If only Nathan was confident that they were enough.

A hand clapped him on the shoulder. “We need to have words after this.” Leopold glared at him. “I’ve overlooked a great many things in the past, because you’ve kept things under control, but you’ve let this one slip too far.”

And now Nathan had angered one of the most powerful Bastions in the Empire. Hopefully, fighting off a Messenger was enough to convince Leopold that he was worth keeping around.

Assuming Nathan fought off the Twins. If they were half the Messenger that Kadria was, Nathan might end up needing another trip back in time.


Chapter 19




Nathan covered his eyes as reality cracked and a tear from Hell opened.

At least, he assumed the portal led to Hell. Nathan wasn’t certain anymore, given Kadria appeared to have come from a normal world at some point in her life. Her words often confused him, but he preferred to keep things simple when it came to the demons.

Whatever the Messengers were, the demons were simply brutes. They came in hordes and were stupid and vicious enough that Nathan felt no twinge of guilt when he obliterated them.

The altered structure of the twin valleys made it easier to not look at the teardrop shaped rift in the fabric of reality. The cliffs blocked off Nathan’s view. All he saw were the hordes of demons massing in the clearing.

Perhaps he shouldn’t say that was “all he saw.” The sight of thousands of demons was worrying, even if Nathan had become inured to it.

“There’re a lot more than last time,” Fei said. She bit her lip and ran her finger over the sapphire embedded in her collarbone.

“We also have a bigger wall this time,” Nathan said. “But yes, this is much worse.”

Fei, Sen, and Seraph clustered around him on the wall. None of his soldiers joined them, but they weren’t alone up here. The battlements were lined with summoned automatons, and dozens of repeater ballistae swiveled on their perches.

The automatons on the walls were of two types. The first, and least common, were the massive steel knights that Nathan used to guard the fortress. These halberd-wielding monsters were expensive to maintain but could defeat demons in melee combat. Perfect for holding the walls against a horde of beasts trying to climb over them.

The other type of automaton would fold within seconds of encountering the demons. Literally, in fact. Their bodies were made of woven bamboo, a rare material from Kurai that certain nobles prized for its flexibility.

Nathan used it because it was lightweight and he could make ten bamboo automatons for the energy cost of a single metal one, or a hundred for one of his behemoth knights.

Each of the automatons held the rough approximation of a human shape and had exaggerated pointy ears. But the bows they carried were made of wood, and so were the arrows they pulled from their quivers. Like the repeater ballistae, their quivers were connected to the binding stone and their arrows were replenished using magic. Massive stocks of arrows and crossbow bolts had been amassed in previous months.

These bamboo archers couldn’t fight hand-to-hand, but they could shoot as well as any human archer. Their job was to lay down an endless barrage of arrows. Quantity trumped quality against demons, at least when it came to conventional weapons.

Slowly, the demons began to march toward the wall. They had drums this time. Their roars echoed along the valley to the beat of massive drums deep in the clearing. Many of the demons beat their weapons together, and the clash of steel became almost deafening.

A red wave of angry, animalistic bestial creatures rolled onward.

With the snapping of dozens of springs, the catapults unleashed their boulders. Many crashed down short of the demons, with only a few striking true. The demons jeered.

They stopped a few moments later as the boulders bounced and crashed through their massed ranks. Nathan’s battlemages had been hard at work modifying the catapult ammunition to hold together on impact. Vera had devised the spell that the battlemages used.

In Nathan’s timeline, the technique was common. He doubted he was the first to come up with it here, but it was unique enough that Vera had to create and teach the battlemages something new.

“I’m not seeing any heavies,” Nathan muttered. He had enhanced his vision with magic and was scanning the ranks of the demons. “I expected a lot of them, and maybe even a few greater demons.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Seraph said.

“Not when we’re dealing with a Messenger.”

Fei tilted her head. “What’s a greater demon?”

“A demon that’s greater in size than a normal demon,” Sen said. She held her hands out and began casting a pair of third rank spells.

“Yes, but no,” Nathan said. “The demons down there are technically known as demon grunts, or sometimes lesser demons. We just call them demons because most invasions never see anything bigger.”

“They don’t usually need to send anything bigger,” Seraph said. “Several thousand demon grunts can easily take out an unprepared duogem Champion.”

Nathan nodded, grimacing. “But they do get bigger, and nastier. Heavies are still lesser demons, but they’re bigger, wear heavy armor, and carry weapons almost as big as they are.”

“Hence the name, I imagine. Heavy armor, heavy weapons, heavy demons,” Sen said. “Creative.”

“Greater demons are far bigger, and far nastier. They can also use limited magic,” Nathan said.

Fei’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. “But that’s cheating!”

“They’re invading our world. This isn’t a game of chess,” Nathan said. “A greater demon can be defeated by a monogem Champion, but given they come with a horde of other demons…” he trailed off.

Quantity beat quality.

“But they’re not here. Instead, we have those friendly fellows,” Seraph said, pointing to the totem-carrying demons with ash-colored skin.

“Unfortunately,” Nathan said.

Nathan was beginning to wonder if he’d been misled. Kadria had compared the Twins to herself, so he had expected a demonic army similar to the one that attacked him in the Far Reaches. Back then, Kadria had almost exclusively used an endless horde of heavies, greater demons, and similarly massive demons.

She had been a bit of a size queen, and not one for technique in her minions.

Instead, all he saw were endless grunts. And now shamans.

This boded poorly. Shamans generally came with Messengers who relied more heavily on magic. Nathan realized he had never seen how Kadria fought, as she had crushed him almost instantly. He might have been hasty in his preparations.

“They look like sorcerers,” Sen said. Flames surged from her hands and turned countless demons to ash, but the horde kept coming. They continued to chant to the beat of the drums.

“Shamans. I don’t know much about them,” Seraph admitted. “I know the foxes hated them. They don’t mass up like human battlemages, and they hide behind other demons.”

The shamans lifted their totems in the air as one, and glowing red squares hovered in front of each. Fei gasped.

“They’re using sorcery,” she said, pointing.

Nearly thirty seconds later—an eternity when it came to a mere fourth rank spell—each totem spewed forth a torrent of small fireballs. They crashed uselessly into a shimmering wall of light that appeared in front of the wall.

“Did they really think they could pierce the wall’s barrier?” Sen asked.

“Maybe not, but now they know there is one,” Seraph said. A harsh intake a breath followed her words. “Look!”

A shadowy figure bounded up the valley. Demons went flying in every direction when they got in its way. The figure was massive, standing more than twice the height of a demon and was far wider and longer.

It bounded in front of the advancing demons, and Nathan finally saw its monstrous visage. It had a warped face that almost looked human, with multiple rows of bestial fangs and elongated glowing white eyes. Four muscled legs covered in orange fur pulverized volcanic rock, and its claws dug deep. At its end stood an arched tail that looked like a scorpion’s. A second glance confirmed that it wasn’t, as scorpion tails didn’t have several glowing black quills at the end.

“Manticore!” Seraph said.

Before anybody could react, the manticore’s tail fired its payload. The black quills burst forth. They slammed into the barrier like the shaman’s spells, but the effect was different.

Where the quills struck the barrier, a black light began to eat away at it. The hole rapidly grew larger, but its growth slowed after several seconds.

The result was clear, however. The manticore had punched a hole in the defensive barrier. Nathan estimated that it had to be at least a hundred meters wide.

The quills regrew on the manticore’s tail before Nathan had the opportunity to process what had happened. Another hole opened up in the barrier, before the first even began to close.

Then the shamans began to cast their spells again.

“Fuck,” Nathan swore. He spun and shouted over the walls. “Take cover. Barriers up. Shields up.”

The officers down below echoed his order. Soldiers pushed wooden shields into place while battlemages began casting protective barriers. Many rushed behind the walls if they weren’t currently manning a siege weapon. Most didn’t, preferring instead to continue operating their weapons or supplying ammunition. Boulders continued to fly overhead and crash into the demons.

A jet of flames shot out at one of the shamans and turned him and the demons surrounding him into ash. But dozens more were unharmed.

Unsheathing his sword, Nathan snapped off a spell and turned the head of another shaman into red mist. Nathan’s automatons unleashed arrows and bolts into the horde, but the shamans were well out of range.

The shamans’ spells finally finished casting, and countless volleys of flames surged toward them.

Nathan estimated that if every spell hit, he’d lose at least a quarter of his troops. He began to reach for the binding stone, ready to reinforce the barrier using brute force.

Waves of power stopped him in his tracks.

Seraph’s gems flashed repeatedly as she pointed her tonfas at each incoming volley of flames. Each time, a wave of energy blasted out and snuffed out the incoming spell.

One made it past, and Seraph cursed as it crashed into the crew of a catapult. Soldiers ran up to the injured crew while battlemages put out the flames with their spells. Within moments, the catapult was manned by a new crew, as the magically reinforced frame had survived.

“I’d forgotten you could repel spells that were weaker than your magic,” Nathan said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Don’t,” Seraph said. “And save your power for the real enemy. Protecting us is noble, but it’s meaningless if we lose.” Her eyes were hard, but she gave him a small smile. “I joined you because you were willing to make that difficult decision at Fort Taubrum. You snuck in and stole the binding stone while others risked their lives, knowing that you were winning the battle in exchange for a small sacrifice.”

“Your talk is sweet and all, but did you forget we’re in a life-and-death battle,” Sen spat.

Her arms glowed with power as she channeled a pair of fourth rank spells. Orbs of lava bounced forth, crashing into the demons. A pair of squares glowed around the length of her greatsword, and she swung it in the direction of the manticore. White-hot fire coiled out from the tip of her blade like a whip, then hardened into lava upon impact.

The molten rock burst against the manticore’s hide. Black, bulbous veins pressed their way to the surface of the monster’s skin in response, but it appeared otherwise unharmed.

A stream of ballistae bolts slammed into the manticore with even less success.

“The manticore is a greater demon. Its body is pumped full of as much magic as a Champion,” Nathan said. “The automatons can’t hurt it. Only we can.”

With a mental gesture, Nathan commanded the bamboo archers and ballistae to fire on the horde instead of the manticore. Fei shouted an order as well, and officers within the walls below redirected their fire.

“If I can’t hurt the thing, then that means…” Sen said. Then frowned. “Ifrit thinks I can take it out with my new fifth rank spell.”

“There’s bound to be more of them,” Nathan said. “Fifth rank spells will tire you out fast. Save them for when we don’t have the ability to take it out the easy way.”

“Isn’t blowing it up with magic the easy way?” Sen asked, not expecting an answer.

The demons had caught up to the manticore, but the shamans were holding position. Given there was now only a few hundred meters between the horde and the wall, Nathan couldn’t wait any longer to deal with the manticore.

If he did, there would be too many demons for even him to handle.

“The manticore is the highest priority,” Nathan ordered. “Seraph, you run interference and take overall command. Fei, gather up your knights at the postern gate closest to the manticore. Sen—”

“I can guess,” Sen interrupted. She brushed her bangs aside, and Nathan noted that her brown hair had gained more white streaks recently. “Melt every demon between the postern gate and the manticore?”

“That’s a nice start. Then try to keep them distracted.” Nathan tried to ruffle her hair, but she batted his hand aside.

“I’m not a beastkin. I like my rewards to be a little more substantial,” Sen said.

Fei grinned and pressed herself against Sen. “You seemed to want the same reward that I got last night, when we arrived back at Fort Taubrum.”

Sen’s face flared red, and she pushed the catgirl away.

Rolling her eyes, Seraph turned away and focused on the enemy. More volleys of flame soared overhead, and she blew them away well before they reached the walls.

Nathan waited a few minutes while Fei gathered up her knights. The demons reached the walls, despite Sen’s efforts and the sheer amount of firepower being poured onto them. Their numbers were limitless.

Each boulder crushed a dozen demons. Archers and ballistae felled a hundred every minute. Entire swathes of the brutes were reduced to screaming piles of ash every time Sen waved her hands in their direction.

And now the defenders in the walls poured enchanted boiling oil through gaps in the wall. The demons screamed and fell. They tried to climb the walls, and now their flesh and arms melted off due to Sen’s special concoction.

They kept coming, however. The drums continued their ceaseless beating in the distance, their tempo rising slowly and the demons becoming more and more ferocious along with it. Nathan wondered if there was something magical about the drums.

Messengers were capable of mental magic, after all. Kadria was proof of that, given her ability to manipulate the memories of people. Were the Twins using the drums to push their demons into a frenzy?

A signal reached Nathan from the bottom of the wall, and he leaped down. Fei stood outside a narrow gatehouse with a hundred armored beastkin knights. A hundred beastkin of various races saluted as he arrived, and he waved them off. Far too many tails wagged violently as he approached Fei.

Most of Fei’s knights were women, and he had overheard the sorts of things they said about him. Notably, he knew what they wanted to do to him, if they weren’t terrified of Fei’s reaction if they horned in on her territory.

“Do they know what we’re doing?” Nathan asked.

“Killing the manticore?” Fei suggested.

“No, we’re killing the manticore,” Nathan said, his finger shifting between Fei and himself. “They’re keeping the horde of demons off us.” He sighed when Fei’s mouth formed an “O.”

Turning to face the knights, Nathan slammed his fist into his chest in a salute. The knights returned it, the sound echoing across the entire valley.

“I spoke before the battle. You all know this is your first real test. I won’t repeat myself,” Nathan said. The beastkin met his gaze resolutely. “Captain Jafeila and I will take down the manticore demon threatening our catapults. Your duty is to protect us from the demons. That means you must hold a defensive line. You may not be Champions, but know that you can still fight like one.”

He slapped his fist into his armor again. A hundred beastkin returned the salute in deafening fashion.

With that, he slammed his fist into the release switch for the gate. The stone wall hiding the postern gate rumbled, then slid out of position. The steel portcullis rose at the same time, and soon they had a passageway into the valley that the demons were unaware of.

Fei charged through first, her arms wreathed in blue fire. By the time Nathan caught up with her, the clearing was an inferno of melting demons and azure flames. Piles of goo dripped down the valley. Demons screeched as their bodies collapsed.

Behind Nathan, the first of the beastkin knights came to a screaming halt. This was their first time seeing their captain in action. Their tails weren’t wagging anymore.

Nathan raised his sword and roared. He pointed toward the manticore, which was still a few hundred meters away.

The beastkin came to their senses and cheered in return. The rest of them cleared the postern gate. Behind them, an automaton activated the switch to close the gate. Nathan or Fei would need to command it to reopen the gate when they returned. They couldn’t risk the demons getting inside the wall.

A meteor crashed down into the demons between them and the manticore. Flames coated the ground. A wall of fire cut off the demons trying to advance toward them.

High above them, Sen waved cheerfully. Nathan waved back.

The manticore roared at them as they approached.

“Split,” Fei shouted. “Defensive lines.”

The beastkin knights didn’t hesitate. They cut their way through the demons either side of the manticore and left plenty of room for Fei and Nathan to do the dirty work. Their enchanted weapons glowed brightly as they cleaved through the thick hides of the demons. Their armor gleamed with magic and deflected blows. A few knights went down, but they were pulled back by their comrades.

Nathan saw at least one go down permanently. This was a battle, and death was a permanent companion.

With a bestial roar, the manticore blew apart the ground with his black quills. Fei coated him with blue flames in return. It wasn’t enough to end the fight, and she hesitated for a moment out of surprise. Every demon so far had been killed instantly by her gem ability.

“Down,” Nathan barked. He darted forward and yanked Fei back by an arm. His sword glowed with a third rank spell.

The manticore’s claws pulverized the ground where she had stood. The next swipe crashed into Nathan’s sword, and a barrier of light exploded into existence.

Rolling away, Nathan drew on his sorcery. Fei righted herself and muttered an apology.

“Consider it a lesson,” Nathan said.

He raised his sword and unleashed a spell. His Champion charged in, flames flickering around her body.

The manticore went down in short order. As Nathan had said earlier, greater demons were weaker than monogem Champions. The issue was that they were still dangerous, and he didn’t want Fei exhausting herself or getting seriously injured.

“To me,” Fei shouted, gesturing for her knights to pull back.

The knights began to peel away from the demons. Arrows and fire rained down around them. They were surrounded and getting back to the postern gate would be an effort.

Shouting erupted from the walls. Nathan spotted Seraph gesturing wildly.

Slowly, Nathan realized the beat of the drums had changed. The constantly increasing tempo had shifted to something quite different. It felt familiar, but very out of place on a battlefield.

Almost like something he’d expect in a ballroom.

Or maybe the bedroom, Nathan thought when he saw the reason for Seraph’s panic.

Because the Messenger had finally arrived.
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If Nathan suspected that Kadria had misled him earlier, now he was certain of it.

Kadria had described the Twins as the same breed of Messenger as her. Just as demons had physical similarities to one another, like manticores, Nathan had assumed he would be facing a pair of demonic Messengers with broadly similar physical and magical traits.

Nothing could be further from the truth. If pressed, Nathan might compare the bronzed skin and four curly goat horns of Kadria to the woman floating in the air above the demonic horde. But that’s where any similarities ended.

Kadria was a petite, lithe woman who lacked fat anywhere beside her thighs and hips. This half of the Twins was a big girl, in several ways.

Bronzed skin, curly goat horns, tits nearly larger than her head, thighs thicker than her waist, long white hair, and a frame thick enough that Nathan doubted he could find bone even if he tried. The Twin looked like an extremely healthy girl, and she had all of the curves. Unlike Kadria, she didn’t wear jewelry or decorations. Her clothes were plain, consisting of a simple knee-length white dress with a black trim, although it showed her plentiful cleavage.

From this angle, Nathan confirmed that was all she was wearing.

“That’s absolutely a succubus,” Nathan said aloud. He’d wondered if Kadria was one, given her endless desire for sex. Now he wondered if his Messenger was a defective one, and the Twins were the real deal.

Then again, Kadria had wiped out Nathan’s defenses before he had even had a chance to fight. The Twins were putting up a fight, but nothing too impressive.

Perhaps Nathan would hold off on calling Kadria a defective anything.

“A what?” Fei asked, puzzled.

“Sex demon,” Nathan said. “They’re a myth. Or were, I guess.”

Supposedly, a succubus had helped bring down Arcadia in his timeline. Trafaumh had stopped her. Jafeila had told Nathan about it, as she had been working for Trafaumh at the time.

Fei’s eyes narrowed. “We’re going back to the castle. Now!”

Although he agreed with her order, Nathan felt that Fei had ulterior motives. He blew a hole through the ranks of the demons. Spotting it, the knights began to retreat. They carried their wounded with them.

The endless swarm of demons bore down on them. Fei’s breath came out in ragged rasps. Her muscles looked like steel cords as she hurled blue flames in every direction. Sweat poured off her. The gem in her collarbone shined like a beacon, and her knights used it like a guide while they fled.

Nathan ordered an automaton to open the postern gate. Some demons tried to sneak in, but they were cut down by the automatons waiting on the other side.

Then they were back inside, the gate slamming shut behind them.

The drums continued in their strangely alternating beat and slower tempo. The succubus Messenger seemed to view her attack as a dance. Or perhaps a seduction.

Nathan grimaced.

Maybe he should have visited Kadria. Everything had happened so fast that a visit to his office would have been suspicious. Leopold was already furious with him. If Nathan’s relationship with Kadria was discovered, everything could be over within minutes.

But at the same time, Nathan found himself almost completely in the dark.

Kadria had wanted to do something to help him with the Twins when they had first spoke, but he didn’t know what. More recently, she had suggested that the Twins weren’t going to use their full strength.

Something about how Doumahr wasn’t ready for two Messengers at once yet.

The Twins were apparently here to play, not to destroy the world. Nathan couldn’t tell anybody else that, and he didn’t want to. The other warning Kadria had given him was that although the Twins might not kill Nathan, they wouldn’t hesitate to murder everybody else.

Particularly their competition. Now that he knew the Twins were succubi, he had a better understanding of what was going on and why Kadria kept saying they wanted to take him on a date.

If he lost here, he might not die, but he probably wasn’t going to be a Bastion anymore.

It was going hard to defend a fortress from a Messenger when he was firmly planted in their crotch every night.

Nathan tried not to think about Kadria, or what her seduction attempts implied. She appeared to be a succubus as well. Was her aim to gain a powerful husband and retire to a peaceful world? He knew next to nothing about what Messengers wanted.

By the time he and Fei reached the top of the walls, his thoughts were an absolute mess. He decided that thinking was a waste of time.

The smart thing to do was defeat the Twins now and worry about Kadria and the entire concept of Messengers later.

“Any idea what she’s capable of?” Seraph asked. She twirled her tonfas absentmindedly. Now that the manticore was dead, she didn’t have anything to do.

“Nathan says she’s a sex demon,” Fei said.

The beastkin knights listened in from nearby. They fanned out across the wall and prepared to fight off any demons that climbed it. Those close by could listen in, and their pricked-up ears were a sure sign they were interested.

“Sex demon?” Seraph repeated dubiously. “You mean a succubus? What makes you so certain?”

“You do see the same thing I do, right?” Nathan asked.

Seraph looked at the flying Messenger. The Twin wasn’t doing much. Her fingers twirled her hair, and she stared into space. A nonexistent wind caused her dress to flutter—Nathan assumed she was using magic to make it move.

“Do you assume all extremely attractive women are succubi?” Seraph asked.

“No, but when their bodies are almost physically distorted to be that attractive, I do.” Nathan shook his head. “It also explains the composition of her horde. Demonology records suggest that succubi are magically aligned demons.”

“Aren’t they mythical?”

“Yes, but there’s enough evidence to suggest that we fought them during the time Omria walked among us,” Nathan said, trying to explain away his knowledge. Seraph gave him a dubious look. “Trust me, please.”

Fei and Seraph gave him an odd look he was beginning to recognize.

“I believe we may be reaching the limits of ‘trust,’ but very well,” Seraph said, voice deathly low. “Know that I’m doing this only because you’re everything I’ve wanted in a Bastion. But I don’t like being kept in the dark for so long.”

Both Seraph and Fei turned back to the approaching horde and Messenger.

Before Nathan forgot, he reached out with his mind. He found his connection to Fei and refilled the reserve of power in her sapphire gem. A squeak escaped her, before a much more erotic moan leaked out. Her muscles relaxed and her tail made slow circling motions.

The beastkin knights stared at their captain with a mixture of awe and jealousy. Once recovered, Fei wiped away some drool at the edge of her mouth and pretended that nothing had happened.

Nathan pointed at Seraph, who waved him off. That made sense. While Fei was a power-hungry minx that burned magic faster than a bankrupt noble bled gold, Seraph was all about efficiency.

Down below, another manticore leaped forth, but a lance formed of molten steel and flames tore it apart less than a minute later. Lava poured off the lance and oozed down the hill, consuming hundreds of demons.

“Sen’s new fifth rank spell looks rather nasty,” Seraph said.

“It’s one of Ifrit’s specialties. An anti-Champion spell that then denies territory afterward. Even if her target dodges the spell, they have to avoid the lance afterward,” Nathan said.

“Like I said, nasty.”

“When do I get a new ability?” Fei asked, shooting puppy-dog eyes at Nathan.

Soon, Nathan hoped. If war with the Federation was on the horizon, he needed a second sapphire for Fei.

The demons poured forth. Twice, they reached the top of the walls.

The first time the automatons pushed them back before either the Champions or beastkin knights arrived to help. Only a few demons made it past the constant rain of arrows and flesh-melting oil.

But the second time was different. The demons began carrying the bodies of their kin on top of each other like shields. They couldn’t use corpses because those vanished within moments. Whatever magic brought demons to this world didn’t keep them around for long after they outlived their usefulness.

The source of the “demon shields” was the fact that the arrows and ballista bolts didn’t finish them off. The demons died almost instantly to the barrages of fire from Sen and the battlemages, as well as the vats of magical oil. But the arrows were a different story. Demons crawled toward the wall with bodies resembling pincushions. Many lacked limbs or were missing chunks of their head from where ballistae had struck them.

So far as Nathan knew, demons felt pain. They screamed when they were stabbed, and they feared destructive spells. But demons didn’t appear to have internal organs, and nothing seemed to slow them. They had more in common with Nathan’s automatons than any animal or living being on Doumahr.

Those crippled demons became the shields of the rest of the horde as they climbed the walls. When the oil poured down, they were sacrificed to allow the other demons to get past. This was how the second wave reached the top of the wall in enormous numbers.

“Damn, that happened a lot faster than I thought,” Nathan said. Demons weren’t usually this smart. The advantage Bastions had over them was their raw stupidity.

Either the Twins had smarter demons at their disposal, or they had another trick. Most likely the latter. Once again, the possibility of mental magic came to mind.

A wave of angry, red beasts roared as it crashed over the wall and onto the battlements. The bamboo archers pulled back, retreating behind the steel automatons and beastkin knights. Although they fired into the melee with unerring precision, they no longer provided artillery support.

“Fei, have your companies sweep in opposite directions,” Nathan ordered. He grimaced as he saw demons leaping down from the wall. There were too many of them for his automatons to hold back. “I need you to head down and protect the catapults. It’s too early to call a retreat to the rear wall.”

Seraph had already charged off. Her waves of energy blasted into demons, and Nathan saw occasional ripples in the air. Ordering her around was unnecessary, as she had as much experience as Nathan.

After she snapped off a salute, Fei began shouting orders to her knights. They were cutting down the demons nearby, but her lieutenants immediately relayed her orders.

Order was quickly restored, but the battlements became an extension of the battlefield below. The catapults and ritual circles closest to the outer wall were abandoned, and spearmen took up defensive lines in the earthworks below. Fei coated the ditches with blue flames, but the demons kept coming.

The inability of the bamboo archers to bombard the approaching horde greatly increased the pressure on the walls. Nathan didn’t even attempt to estimate the countless thousands of demons they had slaughtered. More kept coming. This invasion appeared endless. The drums kept beating, and the Twin hovered above it all.

Was it time to pull back? But that meant he wouldn’t have anywhere to retreat to once the Twin unleashed her power. If she had some ability to take out an entire wall, the battle would be over instantly.

No, he had to weather this storm. That meant he needed some way to retake the wall. He noticed that Fei’s reserves were running dry, so he quickly topped her up while she took a breather, then formed a plan.

Or he had intended to, at least.

“Why are you still fighting, my love?” a voice like a summer’s day shouted across the battlefield. Somehow, that voice whispered directly into Nathan’s mind at the same time. Other words accompanied her shouting, and Nathan wasn’t sure if anybody else heard them.

“Please. Only us. Come. You’re so huge. Forget them,” the voice whispered, alongside many other sweet nothings.

Nathan’s vision blurred. The demons in front of him congealed into a red mass, then vanished entirely. He saw the edge of the wall and the crenellations. In the distance, the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on hovered. She glowed.

He took a step forward. Something held him back. His body felt heavy, as if it knew this was wrong. His muscles were like lead, and his blood ran thick enough that he felt that his heart was choking. If somebody cut him open, he wasn’t even sure if his blood would be liquid.

“You want us. We want you. We can play forever,” the voice continued. “You can forget that silly little goat.”

Little goat? His mind tried and failed to focus on somebody who came to mind from the image.

He took another step. Then another. The wall was so close. Nothing else mattered.

“Nathan!” a familiar voice shouted in his ear. He barely heard it.

Something grabbed his arm. The sensation felt distant, as if his arm was miles away.

“Nathan, what are you doing?” He recognized the voice suddenly.

A moment later, a pulse of magic blasted through him. It didn’t hurt him, because Champions can’t hurt him, but it cleared his head. He shook off the rest of the feeling running through his body.

Seraph stared at him in confusion, one of her arms wrapped around his. It was a deeply uncomfortable sensation, due to the bulky tonfas she wore.

Her expression relaxed when he stared back at her.

“You’re back. Finally. I almost didn’t believe you about her being a succubus. Now I do,” Seraph said. “I think you need to retreat, before you break your legs stumbling over the edge.”

Nathan realized what had happened.

The Twin had hit him with a mental attack. Some form of suggestion that tried to make him jump over the edge. No, to make him head toward her.

Looking toward the succubus, he saw her looking at him, arms outstretched. She gave him a broad smile and blew a kiss his way.

“I don’t think breaking my legs was the intention,” Nathan drawled. His body no longer felt heavy, besides a specific part of it. He willed his erection to go away. This was a battlefield, and it felt deeply uncomfortable to have one while wearing full armor.

“Nathan—” Seraph tried to say.

The next moment, the Twin opened her mouth and began to weave another seduction spell.

Nathan dove into his mental world. Time dilated as he drew on the power of his binding stones, granting him plenty of time to figure out a plan to protect himself mentally.

“My, your mind is as impressive as your cock,” the Twin’s voice whispered in his mind. He felt something run across his crotch. “My name’s Laura. You’re Nathan, aren’t you? Kadria’s told me all about you.”

Oh, shit.
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Nathan whirled, but he was the only being in his mental world. Giggles echoed around him, and invisible hands caressed his body beneath his armor and clothes.

This should be impossible. He knew from experience that Messengers were affected by the time dilation effect of the binding stone, just like any other being. What made the Twins special?

Were they truly more powerful than Kadria? Did he even have a chance?

He shut down that line of thinking. Giving up in advance was the path of defeat. He was a survivor. He had won so many battles and lived for so long because he had always searched for a path to victory, no matter how bad things got. Only Kadria had pushed him to use his ultimate contingency.

Within his mental world, his binding stones and leylines glowed with their powerful magical presences. Tethers ran between them as per normal.

Oddly, the tether connecting Nathan with Kadria was visible for once. Normally, he barely felt it. Now, it was a fat pulsing tendril of power attached to the binding stone at Gharrick Pass. There seemed to be another binding stone at the far end, one that felt oddly familiar, but he wasn’t connected to it.

A moment later, he lost that feeling of the binding stone. The tether remained, but he suspected that Kadria had cut him off from sensing anything on the other end. What was she up to?

So far as he could tell, she wasn’t draining power from his binding stones, and he lacked the power to stop her from doing anything. If this was the strength of the tether she had attached to him, it was several orders of magnitude stronger than anything he even knew could be created.

A hand began caressing his length in earnest, and Nathan grit his teeth. This might be his mental world, but he didn’t have time to waste.

“Get out of my head,” Nathan muttered.

He summoned as much power as he could from his binding stone. Mental wards weren’t his specialty. That was likely how Kadria had crushed him so easily in his timeline. But he had been learning more about them recently, and he wasn’t going to lose like this.

Something slipped past his focus while he was casting. He didn’t have the time to deal with it. It was either cast his ward now, or let the Twin have her way with him.

Nathan’s spell slammed into place around the borders of his mental world.

He held his breath and waited. His muscles tensed. Any moment now, and she would whisper in his ear or stroke his body.

Nothing happened.

A minute passed, and still nothing happened.

Nathan nearly collapsed. Somehow, he had erected a mental ward around himself strong enough to keep her out. He didn’t know how she had infiltrated his mind like that or bypassed the time dilation effect of the binding stone.

Kadria’s tether had vanished, he noticed. He still felt it in the back of his mind, like always, but it was no longer visible.

Had she helped him? Was that what he had felt while casting?

Deciding it didn’t matter, he returned to reality.

“—I think you need to retreat, right now,” Seraph finished. She blinked. “You used binding stone magic, didn’t you?”

“You can tell?” Nathan asked.

“I am connected to you. It’s a subtle change, but it’s there.” Seraph shrugged. “Maybe one day I’ll tell you what it’s like to monitor your mental state through the gem when you’re screwing other Champions.”

“Maybe don’t do that,” Nathan muttered.

He looked out into the distance. The horde continued to charge forth, unceasing in its efforts to overwhelm his defenses.

Floating above it all, the Twin—Laura, she had said her name was—glared at him with crossed arms. She shouted again, but no whispers entered his mind.

Nathan glanced behind him and noticed that none of his soldiers were affected. While he had a lot of women in his private army and knights, most of the soldiers from the county were men. If Laura was targeting them, they should be showing signs of it. But they weren’t.

“She’s only after me, and I’ve cast a mental ward,” Nathan said.

“You’ve what?” Seraph asked.

“I’ve protected myself against her succubus magic,” Nathan simplified.

“… I’m not going to ask how you even know such a spell,” Seraph said. “We need to get the demons off the wall.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but then froze. Something was wrong. Looking around, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. The battle hadn’t changed. Laura hadn’t moved. Spells and boulders continued to fly overhead. No great explosions had sounded from the other valley, so Nathan wasn’t worried about Leopold yet.

Then it clicked. The drums had changed. Their tempo had increased several notches. Now they sounded like a dance number. And a fast one at that.

“I don’t know if we’ll get the chance,” Nathan said. “The drums are beating too fast.”

“What does that matter?” Seraph asked.

“Because I think she’s controlling the demons with them,” Nathan said slowly, as he pieced together what he knew. “She has suggestion powers, but she’s not controlling our soldiers. She targeted me, but only me. Why?” He had a bad feeling why, after seeing that strange tendril connecting him to Kadria. “But every time the drums have changed intensity, the horde has changed tactics, and these demons are far too smart.”

Seraph remained silent. They watched as the demons began to move faster, swing harder, and try to climb the walls through the rain of oil even as their bodies collapsed. Laura was converting them into berserkers.

“I might be able to take out the drums,” Seraph suggested.

“How? They’re behind countless thousands of demons. The Twins probably left behind several greater demons to protect them, and it’s not like she’ll let you get past her.” Nathan nodded at the Messenger floating above the horde.

“The Twins?” Seraph asked.

“… let’s just say I found out her name while trying to get her out of my head. It’s Laura,” Nathan said. “I don’t know what her sister’s name is.”

“That explains the two valleys,” Seraph muttered. “Do we retreat?”

“Have everybody ready to do so,” Nathan ordered.

The onslaught continued. Slowly but surely, the demons began to whittle down Nathan’s automatons.

But he wasn’t idle during this time. He began to slowly cast his own spell, weaving it into the stone wall as a pentagon glowed over his hands. Laura hovered in the distance, watching him work. She smirked.

What made her feel so confident, he wondered. It didn’t matter. He now knew that Laura and Kadria did have a few similarities. Kadria was highly capable with spatial magic. That meant Laura probably was, as well.

Idly, Nathan realized that meant Kadria had suggestion abilities she hadn’t used on him yet.

The drums slowed to an almost glacial pace, and the demons their advance. They remained over a hundred meters from the wall. That was as sure a sign as any that Laura was controlling the demons using the drums.

Nathan finished casting his fifth rank spell. Along the entire length of the wall, trickles of a bright blue water seeped from between the stones. Blue light shined from the foundation of the wall. Moments later, the trickling became a rush, then a tidal wave.

Not that it was a massive wave. The rocky terrain turned the water choppy, creating foam as the water churned down the valley toward the demons. The dumb red brutes stared at the water, stupefied.

Nathan continued casting, another pentagon glowing between his palms. Power from the binding stone trickled into his body, as he couldn’t cast back-to-back fifth rank spells without exhausting himself.

While he watched, Laura let out a triumphant yell. One of her arms appeared to become consumed by darkness. Then she made a cutting motion across the length of the valley in front of the incoming wave of water.

Nothing happened. Nathan felt a tremendous surge of magic enter the world, and it remained present, but he couldn’t see anything. Laura’s arm continued to glow, and she maintained a rather ridiculous pose in midair, with one arm crossed over her body. Her dress waved more actively in a wind that still didn’t exist, and she flashed the entire battlefield more than once.

A cheer went up from the beastkin knights as they saw the water about to crash into the demons. They had heard what happened in the last invasion, when Nathan unleashed a similar wave of flesh-eating magical water.

Despite their confidence, Nathan finished his spell. There was no visible effect, and he began to cast yet another fifth rank spell while everybody was distracted.

Then the water vanished. The cheers ceased. Nathan blinked. He watched as the tidal wave crashed into an invisible wall only meters in front of the demonic horde, and then the water ceased to exist from that point onward. As if it entered a different dimension.

Spatial magic. There was a wall there, and it sent the water somewhere else. Nathan quickly checked his surroundings, in case the water reappeared behind him. No waves of flesh-eating water poured down on his head. It seemed that Laura wasn’t smart enough to turn his magic against him.

“Is that all you have?” Laura taunted.

The drums roared back to their maximum tempo. The demons let out a furious yell and jeered as they charged the wall again. Manticores leaped forth, bounding closer to the wall than ever before. Was this Laura’s true attempt to overcome Nathan’s defenses without using her true power?

The demons kept running toward the wall. They ran and ran. None of them reached the walls, even as they pushed each other over and stepped over each other’s heads. The manticores screeched as they found themselves stuck, and demons crawled over them. Infighting broke out as the demons began hacking at each other, desperate to reach the walls, and the manticores began slaughtering everything close to themselves.

Slowly, the demons and Laura realized what was happening. But it was too late, as the demons continued to charge headlong into Nathan’s trap. He finished casting his third fifth rank spell, but let it lay dormant as he made further preparations using his binding stone magic.

The demons sank into a hundred meters of mud. Maybe mud wasn’t the right word. Quicksand was the appropriate term, if quicksand consumed whatever sank into it. The first demons had found themselves waist-deep in a flesh-eating bog before they even knew what was happening. Then those behind them had killed the front ranks as they kept going, only to find themselves also trapped in the bog.

Even the usual demonic tactic of building a bridge of near-dead demons didn’t work, because the quicksand killed the demons faster than they could cross it.

The quicksand was a constant draw on Nathan’s binding stone, as it partially relied on his ability to control reality to create it. Combined with the increased expense of using the binding stone in the portal, he planned to give up on the spell in only a minute or so.

But he gave no outward signs of doing that. Instead, he winked at Laura and stretched out his arms, as if to say, “Your move.”

Laura screeched. Darkness coated both of her arms this time. Her anger reached boiling point as she made a table-flipping motion and the entire hundred-meter-wide stretch of quicksand in front of the walls vanished instantly. Every demon in the quicksand found themselves hanging in midair, the eerie white light hungry to take them.

The demons screamed as they fell, never to be seen again. Nothing ever came back after falling into whatever lay beneath this world.

Nathan wasn’t done, however. The subterranean rock that had been uncovered by Laura’s magic glittered. The fifth rank spell that Nathan had cast earlier had lain dormant but was now exposed.

All hell broke loose among the demonic horde. Explosions rippled along the front of the horde, where Laura had removed the quicksand. Nathan stopped feeding power from his binding stone into his magic, as his job was done here.

At the same time, the chasm began to close. This world hated voids and closed them, given the chance. More explosions rippled along the entire valley beneath Laura. She looked below herself, arms covering her face out of fear.

Jets of steam burst into the air, higher than the wall. Clouds of vapor drifted away as chunks of mud, rock, and demon fell back to ground. More and more explosions went off, and the overlapping thwooms even drowned out the drums for a brief while.

Nathan’s face burned with the intensity of the heat, even at this distance. He saw most of the defenders cower behind the battlements, unaware of what was happening.

Sen stepped up onto the very edge of the wall, arms outstretched and eyes practically glowing as she stared in wonder at Nathan’s spellwork.

Although it wasn’t really a spell, so much as nature at work. He had modified the ground beneath the demons to contain countless underground pools of water. Except each pool was held at incredibly high pressure and then superheated using his magic. He had also protected each pool using barriers, in order to prevent them from going off early.

Laura’s removal of the quicksand had been unexpected but welcome. The shifting of the ground had disrupted every pool at once. She had vaporized her entire army by accident.

The idea had been based on geysers, which Nathan had run into multiple times while building fortresses in mountainous regions. The idea of using the pressurized water as a weapon had occurred to Nathan after nearly being splattered on a cave ceiling by one.

Finally, the geysers died down. Most of the horde had been blown to pieces, seriously burned, or otherwise injured. Their numbers were greatly depleted. Far fewer demons jeered at Nathan.

Laura remained unharmed, but she was furious.

Her entire body became shrouded in darkness.

Nathan reached for his binding stone and grabbed every scrap of power he could. Laura’s power swelled and swelled.

No time to cast a spell. Nathan slapped his hands onto the stone wall and reached for the barrier woven into it. His arms glowed as he pumped raw power into it. This was a rank one spell, but given he was using power from the binding stone it didn’t matter. It was horrifically inefficient anyway.

Laura thrust her arms at the wall. The entire world seemed to shudder for a moment. Nathan swore he saw afterimages of everything. As if the world split apart, then pulled itself back together a moment later.

He saw the cliffs of the world splinter apart, and the entire portal rupture into white light, as if everything was being destroyed at once.

In another afterimage, the darkness slammed into the barrier and did nothing beyond provide an amazing light show.

Nathan barely remembered one, as everything went black after the barrier shattered. But he distinctly remembered the wall beginning to disintegrate around him, and a burning sensation.

But in the real world—the one that he was living in right now—the barrier didn’t quite hold. It glowed so brightly that he couldn’t see anything past it. Cracks formed along it. Then a massive hole formed in it.

A moment later, the barrier vanished, and Laura’s spell ended. Nathan nearly collapsed on the battlements.

Then he saw the result of her tantrum.

A twenty meter long stretch of wall was gone.

Not destroyed. Or ruined. Or assaulted in any way.

Simply gone, as if it had been carved out of reality in the same way that someone would cut slices of a cake.

Nathan’s mind froze as he understood the raw power he was dealing with and what Laura’s spatial magic allowed her to do. He didn’t know how many people had been killed in that instant, as there were no bodies. Seraph had been preparing for the retreat, which meant removing people from inside the wall, but there was no way he had suffered zero deaths from an attack like that.

In the distance, Laura doubled over in midair. She looked exhausted.

Was an attack like that her limit?

Not that it mattered. Something like that would end Nathan instantly. He considered himself lucky that she hadn’t directed it at him.

A small part of his mind remembered those “afterimages” and a pit formed in his stomach. Were they…?

He shook off the thought.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Laura shouted, throwing back her head and flicking her long, white hair behind herself. “This was supposed to be fun! Why aren’t I having sex yet? I bet Maura’s banging somebody over there.”

And with those words, Laura shot toward Nathan like an arrow.


Chapter 22




The impact sent Nathan flying. His body was sturdy, but he pumped magic into it to enhance himself anyway. By the time he hit the ground, he had reinforced himself enough that he barely felt the crash landing.

He pulled himself up from the remains of the earthworks he landed in and looked around.

The battlefield was absolute chaos. His army was in retreat from the outer wall. Demons surged through the hole in the wall, and automatons met them in frenzied battle. Flames of all colors filled the air. Nathan smelled ash, smoke, and charred flesh.

“Bastion!” a beastkin knight shouted at him. Her tail hung low, and her helmet was missing. Blood ran down her face, and she had one eye closed.

“Go,” Nathan shouted, gesturing for her to retreat.

A surge of magic built up above him. Triangles appeared in his hands, and he unleashed a pair of wind blasts at Laura. She batted them aside before dropping down.

The beastkin knight backed away a few steps, then raised her weapon.

The succubus glanced at her, then raised an arm. A sliver of darkness covered it. She curled back her wrist.

Nathan charged her, his sword wreathed in light. His attack distracted Laura, and she smirked at him. She fought him bare-handed, covering her limbs in shadow and deflecting his sword and spells effortlessly.

The gap between them was massive right now. He could match a duogem Champion, but only with preparation and a lot of raw power. But a Messenger fought like a Bastion on steroids. They cast high rank spells faster than he could blink and had a seemingly endless reserve of power.

Laura might be a ridiculously silly woman in many ways, but her power was genuine. Underestimating her because she appeared to be an idiot was the same as underestimating Kadria because she was constantly horny.

What Nathan needed was Champion support, so he could prepare a fifth or sixth rank spell. But right now, all of his Champions were tied up, helping his army retreat.

The beastkin knight fled while he kept Laura busy, and Nathan found himself pushed back.

“You put up a better fight than I thought,” Laura said. “No wonder Kadria claimed you. But she’s always so focused on hiding her toys that she didn’t realize we knew about her hiding spot.” Laura giggled. “I know I promised Maura that I would wait until we met up at the end before I ravaged you, but you’ve been playing hard to get, so nobody can blame me, right?”

“Somebody’s feeling confident,” Nathan said.

“Oh, backtalk. It’s been a while since I’ve met a Bastion who actually spoke to me.” Laura stopped attacking Nathan and pressed a hand against one cheek. “All you Bastions do is scream about your goddess, and heresy, and how they’re going to destroy me if it’s the last thing they do. It’s nice to have a toy that won’t be screaming death threats while I ride them.”

“You misunderstand. There won’t be any riding,” Nathan said.

“Oh, no. There’s going to be lots of riding. Even if I have to give you back later, I’m taking a nice long turn on the Bastion Express,” Laura said with a wicked grin.

“The what?”

“It’s, like, what they used to call trains and—” Laura blinked. “You don’t know what a train is, so why am I bothering? I’m a Messenger. You’re just one Bastion, and you’re losing. Ergo, we fuck.”

One day, Nathan will learn why Messengers seemed to use these strange terms. For now, he had stalled long enough.

“I don’t think my Champions would appreciate it, so I’ll politely refuse,” Nathan said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He leaped backward. Laura tried to follow him, but waves of energy crashed into her. Her dress fluttered, but nothing happened to it.

That was a bad sign.

Seraph landed in a roll behind Laura and grimaced at the sight of her gem ability having no effect. No quip escaped her mouth, and instead she raised her tonfas in a defensive position.

Rolling her eyes, Laura prepared to deal with the pest. Then she side-stepped, narrowly dodging a massive glowing lance. She hovered in the air to avoid the lava that oozed onto the ground around it. Blue flames coated her body a moment later, but they were snuffed out within moments.

Laura landed behind Nathan and snarled at Fei and Seraph as they took defensive stances in front of him.

“Couldn’t your pets have stayed away? This only makes things more awkward,” Laura said. “If they were smarter, they’d get to live and enjoy you after I’m finished.”

“I feel I missed something,” Seraph said.

“Nothing important,” Nathan said. “I need you to cover me while I prepare a spell. Then distract her so I have an opening.”

Seraph’s expression tightened, but she nodded. Fei was more enthusiastic, probably because she hadn’t realized how ineffectual her gem ability was.

So far as Nathan could tell, the issue with Laura was actually hitting her. She wasn’t invulnerable, but her spatial manipulation prevented anything from touching her. He needed something strong enough, and timed right, that would take her out in one hit.

A meteor crashed down where Laura stood, and she bounced backward to avoid it. The motion made certain parts of her body bounce noticeably. Nathan gestured for Seraph and Fei to attack.

While they darted around her, he prepared another fifth rank spell. Sixth rank would be better, but he wasn’t sure if he had a whole minute or two to cast it.

Seraph yelped as she was sent flying, her body flickering almost twenty meters in the air from one of Laura’s punches. Fei’s flames seemed to protect her from Laura’s magic, however. But Nathan’s plan didn’t look good. Sen’s spells were too predictable and easy to dodge—she’d even stopped casting them because they were so ineffectual.

With Seraph out of action, Laura easily kept an eye on both Nathan and Fei. Her smirk didn’t shift, and she even made crude gestures at Nathan.

Around them, the demons overwhelmed the courtyard. Sen might have retreated to the inner wall. Maybe she was preparing to cast a sixth rank spell, although Nathan hoped not.

“Hmm, this usually goes poorly, but why don’t I have some fun,” Laura said. “You there, kitten, aren’t you awfully repressed?”

Fei ignored the succubus and continued to circle.

A moment later, the catgirl’s tune changed. She began gasping for air. She collapsed to the ground, her face flushed and hands pawing at her body. Her scimitar rattled on the ground, abandoned.

“That’s so cute. You have an adorable kitten, Nathan. Although maybe she wants your cock a little too much.” Laura smirked.

Nathan stared at Fei. She stared back and tried to crawl toward him.

Her eyes had glazed over, and her ears were flat against her head. Given her other symptoms, Nathan had no choice but to assume that Laura had somehow activated her rutting.

Which left him without any Champions to defend him. Seraph had been blown away. Sen was retreating and preparing another spell. Now, Fei was incapacitated by physical need.

“Now, then, playtime,” Laura purred. “Give it up. You can’t beat me.”

A few demons crept up on Fei while she pawed at the ground. Laura laughed and turned away.

But things weren’t going to turn out the way Laura thought. As Nathan looked into Fei’s eyes, he remembered how rutting worked and got an idea.

He gripped his sword tightly and stopped casting his fifth rank spell. Then he charged the succubus.

Laura laughed and grabbed his arms, effortlessly stopping him. She pulled him against her. He let out an exaggerated grunt of pain, then another. His sword clattered to the ground.

“I’m being gentle,” Laura said. She was, in fact. But her grip loosened even farther.

Behind her, a bestial scream of rage erupted. Sounds of movement in the dirt. Laura laughed.

“Sounds like somebody is enjoying their time with your pet,” Laura taunted.

Nathan stared back at her, expression stony. “You’re rather new at this, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“Because that wasn’t a demon’s scream.”

Laura furrowed her brow in confusion. Several moments later, she seemed to realize what he meant. Footsteps clattered on rock.

Pushing himself out of her grip, Nathan kicked Laura in the stomach. She gasped and rubbed her stomach in shock. Darkness shrouded her limbs and she spun.

Only to have a scimitar slice her in half. Blue flames erupted along her body, melting her insides before they even hit the ground. Impossibly, Laura’s expression shifted even after her separate halves decorated the volcanic rock.

“Mine,” Fei said, holding a bloody scimitar as she stood over Laura’s remains.

A rutting beastkin was violently protective of their chosen mate. Fei refused to let any other man touch her, or any woman harm her mate.

A low thrum ran through the ground after Laura’s death, and the demons began to screech. They turned and tried to run for the portal. But it was too late. Within seconds, the demons began to melt away into motes of white light, as if they had never been here.

Nathan collapsed on the ground, exhausted.

He wasn’t going to find rest anytime soon, however. Fei’s lust-filled eyes locked onto him and she smiled at him.

It took a while before Sen and Seraph found Fei’s medication and dragged her off him. A long while. Nathan suspected they let her enjoy herself longer than necessary, possibly as thanks for defeating Laura.

The battle was over. The Twins were defeated. Leopold saw similar success on his side.

But Nathan wanted answers to some of what he had heard. He hadn’t seen Kadria before the battle. He needed to visit her soon.


Chapter 23




The sky above Nathan returned to its normal hellish red glow and purple light crept back into his vision. He wanted to say that everything was fine, but that would be a lie.

Bodies—living and dead—were laid out across the upper valley of the portal. A makeshift infirmary had been set up in a pair of large tents beside the entrance to the keep. Normally, the wounded were treated inside the keep.

There was no way this many people would fit inside. And Nathan doubted many would survive the journey, or the wait. So, field healing it was.

Healers walked along the ranks of the wounded, assessing their injuries and current state of health. Their hands almost never stopped glowing, and lines of magic often crisscrossed between their blood-encrusted fingers. Most diagnostic spells were first or second rank, and easy for ordinary magic users to cast.

Vera was furiously weaving more complicated healing spells within a tent. Although Nathan’s Champions had made it out relatively unharmed, Leopold had taken significantly more damage. The old man’s chest had been a horrific sight. His armor had partially fused with his torso and Nathan had initially thought he was dead.

Without Vera, Leopold wouldn’t have survived. As it was, he still needed time to recover. Bastions regenerated at an accelerated pace, but they were unable to heal themselves directly using their binding stones. They still relied upon healing spells or enchantments.

In the end, Leopold was only human.

While everybody else rested and keeping themselves busy, Nathan ducked out of the portal. The Twins were defeated. The portal had closed back up. No signs of intrusion had been detected, and the princesses reemerged safely. Plenty of cleanup remained, but Nathan finally had the opportunity to talk to Kadria.

He half-expected to find somebody in his office. Seraph’s regeneration ability allowed her to bounce back despite the savage blow she took from Laura, and Sen had been in tears after failing to help in the fight.

Nobody was present, however.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan opened the black door that stood at the far end of his office. Once he stepped through, he blinked in surprise.

Kadria wasn’t here. The walls and furniture remained the same colorless outlines as per usual, save for the bed and the dining set. Nothing out of the usual there.

What caught Nathan’s eye was the steel door in the corner with a bright yellow sign on the front. Nathan couldn’t read the words on it, although the letters reminded him of those used across western Doumahr. Ignoring them, he stepped up to the door and ran his fingers over it.

It wasn’t made of steel, he realized. Whatever material it was made from, it was relatively soft. And almost artificial. The color was due to paint.

He tried the doorhandle and found it was unlocked. He turned it.

That turned out to be a mistake. Nathan’s vision went white.

“Amazing. Your connection was so awful and obvious that even he found it,” Kadria’s voice droned from nearby.

Somebody padded over to Nathan, the noise surprisingly loud given Kadria was always barefoot. Nathan’s vision slowly returned, but his hand went to his sword hilt out of instinct.

He prepared to cast a spell. For whatever reason, the reserves of the binding stone reacted to his call first. Nathan found it difficult to use his internal magical power or to draw on magic from the surrounding air. There didn’t seem to be any leylines nearby, either. So, he let the binding stone’s strength wash over him.

“And whose fault is that?” Laura’s nasal voice whined.

The Twins were here? Was this a trap?

“Yours? Because the two of you are dolts of a magnitude I thought impossible until now.” Kadria was right above him now.

Her foot prodded him in the shoulder. Stars swam in his eyes, but he now saw enough to understand that he was inside some sort of ballroom or hall.

“You can get up. And drop the spell. This isn’t a wise place to throw around magic unless you know what you’re doing,” Kadria said. “You came from my world, so that means you’re under my protection here.”

“Huh?” a much deeper female voice grunted out. “What makes you think you can keep him from us, little goat?”

Nathan looked up as he stood. The first thing he saw were the Twins, lounging on an oversized golden throne with plush red upholstery. Laura looked exactly as she had earlier, only in one piece and not on fire.

Next to Laura was an almost identical succubus who wore a black dress, instead of Laura’s white. She must be Maura. Her eyes were also different to her sister’s. Where Laura’s eyes had looked almost human, save for her red pupils, Maura’s eyes were decidedly not. Her sclera were pitch black. The combination of black sclera with red irises gave her a genuinely demonic look. The haughty scowl she wore only completed the look.

The room they were in was far stranger than the Twins, however. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d say he was inside a painting.

Actually, he didn’t know better.

He had stepped through a black door that didn’t exist in Doumahr, as far as the most accurate magical detection methods were concerned. On the other side of that door had been a black void that contained outlines of a room and furniture. Then he had stepped through a door made of a material he didn’t know about and covered with writing that he couldn’t read.

He was also staring at a woman he had seen cleaved in half and her body incinerated only hours earlier.

So, for all he knew, Nathan had gone insane, and this was all in his head.

Despite that grim thought, Nathan focused on trying to understand what he saw.

The walls and floor looked real. The flooring was some sort of gray stone tile and mottled with black chunks of other rock. The hall itself was enormous, with stone and iron arches supporting a vaulted ceiling. White light shined through windows in the wings, and stone reliefs rested in the very top of the ceiling, staring down at Nathan.

Everything reminded Nathan of the palaces in western Doumahr, particularly the use of arches and stone columns.

But that was the part of the room that looked normal.

Displays and dioramas sat within the walls behind glass panes, but Nathan couldn’t make out any details. Everything beyond the glass looked like a washed-out watercolor painting. Above him, some sort of skeleton hung in the air, longer than any non-magical creature he had ever heard of. But rather than a painting, it looked like a sketch. If Nathan turned his head, the skeleton shimmered like a pencil drawing on a page, and always looked the same from every angle.

It only got worse from there. The reliefs in the ceiling had no details, and Nathan hurt his eyes straining to look at them. Trying to look through the windows was pointless, as they appeared to be a flat light source instead of a window. The decorations on the columns and arches didn’t even reflect light and appeared flat and lifeless.

“Having fun?” Kadria asked him.

“This place hurts my head,” Nathan said.

“It’s the same as my world. The more you focus on it, the more it will hurt your mind. Let it wash over you, and focus on what’s real,” Kadria advised.

“How do I know what’s real?” Nathan asked, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

A sensation ran over the front of his pants and a hand tried to undo them. He reached down and pulled Kadria off him.

She smirked at him. “Shall I give you another reminder?”

Nathan shook his head.

“No fair!” Laura shouted.

She stood up from her throne and balled her fists. Maura’s hands pulled at her sister’s dress, to no avail. Slowly, the sullen Twin stood up and matched Laura’s pose.

“I asked you a question, little goat,” Maura said, eyes boring into Kadria’s. “Now that Nathan’s here, what makes you think you have any chance of keeping him?”

Nathan’s muscles tensed, but Kadria rolled her eyes. She crossed her arms behind her head and pressed one of her feet into the ankle of her other foot, effectively balancing on one foot.

“Isn’t this a problem?” Nathan whispered.

“I can hear you,” Maura said, her voice carrying across the hall.

Kadria looked up at Nathan with a bored expression, which was unusual for her. “I’ve made some minor mistakes so far. But they’re nothing I can’t fix, particularly at this point.”

“Hey, fuck you!” Maura said. She ran over to them, dragging Laura by the arm. Both of their chests did interesting things as they moved, and Nathan wondered how their spines held up those massive tits of theirs.

“Yeah, we may have lost the invasion, but the binding stone is ours,” Laura said. She pulled Maura against herself, eliciting a grimace from her sister. Their chests pushed against each other for a moment, before Maura pulled herself away. “We can turn you into an ornament for Nathan, use the binding stone as a foothold to enter this world, and enjoy him to our heart’s content. How can you stop us?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because I know how to use my magic without killing myself, or needing to flick through hundreds of timelines to find one where I don’t fuck everything up?” Kadria rolled her eyes. “All you had to do was defeat Nathan and you had me cornered. But you fucked that up like the idiots you are. I can understand losing to the old man, as he has some nasty tricks and this portal limited your full strength.”

Kadria pointed a finger at Laura. “But you nearly won and lost because you didn’t realize that the horny catgirl was also a berserker. I nearly died of laughter.”

Laura and Maura glared in response but remained silent.

“Flick through hundreds of timelines?” Nathan asked, a pit in his stomach reforming. He had a bad feeling about this.

Sighing, Kadria turned to face Nathan. A grimace marred her face. “You couldn’t sense this, but your bimbo used a spell beyond her control.”

“I can control it,” Laura muttered.

“Not when the portal is clamping down on your powers harder than your virgin ass would a man,” Kadria said.

Laura and Maura gave Kadria the middle finger at the same time. They refused to look at Nathan, their cheeks flushed.

“Luckily, our spatial manipulation lets us pick which of the infinite timelines we end up in. To a point. I think I saw them blow themselves up fifty times. Maura nearly puked while doing it, which would have been hilarious given she was dilating time.” Kadria grinned. “Eventually, they found the right one. If they’d been together when they cast that spell, then they would have erased themselves from existence the moment they picked the wrong timeline.”

Nathan’s legs felt numb. The world seemed to spin. He reached out to steady himself and found only air.

Kadria grabbed his arm, a concerned look on her face. That was a first for her. Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder and tried to breathe.

A look of horror dawned on her face. “You saw it,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he croaked out.

So, he had died.

Did that mean Kadria had killed him as well?

Was there any way for Nathan to even know? When he had planned to destroy himself in his timeline in order to stop her, had she replayed the minutes of their conversation a thousand times in order to convince him?

After all, he wasn’t supposed to be able to sense the time manipulation of Messengers. Now, he could.

“That’s a face that says your mind is going too far, too fast,” Kadria said. “Trust me when I say that this magic isn’t very flexible. They prevented their own fuckup, but that’s about it.”

“You said they went through hundreds of timelines,” Nathan said. “In order to stop me.”

“It wasn’t that many,” Laura protested.

“I did,” Kadria admitted, ignoring the other succubus. “But only to fix their own mistake.” She ran a hand through her neatly trimmed black hair and huffed. “This gets way too complicated, way too fast. If I told you that they simulated the future a hundred times, and chose the future they wanted, would you understand?”

“No,” Nathan said instantly.

Kadria rolled her eyes. “Right, of course not. Let’s go with an example then. Imagine you’re walking along a road and encounter a fork in it. Whichever path you go down, you won’t ever have the chance to go down the other. That’s the way this works. Got it?”

“I think. I understand the concept of the road not taken,” Nathan said, frustrated that she was trying to simplify the idea of controlling time into a reflection on past choices.

“Yeah, this isn’t quite that. Let’s say you can go down each path and see what it looks like. But only so far. After that, you get sent back and have to choose your path.”

“That’s exactly what terrifies me about what they did.” Nathan pointed at the Twins, then he pointed at Kadria. “And what you can do?”

“You didn’t seem terrified when I brought you here,” Kadria said, eyes narrowed.

Nathan shut up and lowered his finger. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Wasn’t he doing this to everybody else in his life?

“Now, let me finish, so you stop freaking out for five fucking seconds,” Kadria spat. “This fork in the road thing? Super stupid. Because people aren’t limited to two choices. You get to that fork and you can do whatever you want. Maybe there’s five directions to go. Maybe you decide to turn around. Maybe you stand still forever. Maybe you run off in any of fifty thousand different directions that aren’t on the road. Maybe a wolf jumps out from the bushes and kills you.”

Kadria huffed, and continued, “Each of those decisions results in a new timeline. Our powers let us take control of a timeline when they’re created. But that involves going through potentially millions of timelines for every single thing we do if we want to be perfect. The Twins here redid a single spell, over a few seconds, with no other decisions involved. And they still nearly fucked it up and killed themselves. It’s not possible to constantly pick and choose the consequences of our actions. Not even for a single conversation. I’m not some sort of timegod, even if I wish I was.”

She ran a foot up his thigh, and he stepped away out of reflex. “And if I was a timegod, I’d have already worked out how to train you. You’re so jumpy despite how much sex you have.”

“No, I just prefer to stay in control,” Nathan said.

Something about her explanation rubbed him the wrong way. It made sense, at least at heart.

He remembered Laura doubled over from exhaustion after using the spell. After that, although she had been too strong for him and his Champions to defeat, she hadn’t used any of her powerful spatial spells. Only small bursts to protect herself and to knock Seraph away.

At no point had Kadria ever shown signs of that sort of exhaustion.

Eventually, he decided to give in and let her explanation stand. “Fine, let’s go with that.”

“We can revisit the topic later, once these idiots are dealt with,” Kadria said.

Maura and Laura perked up at the realization the conversation had shifted back to them. Despite their claims of superiority, they seemed strangely willing to let Kadria do whatever she wanted.

“Now then, why don’t you tell us what sort of ornament you want her to be, Nathan?” Maura crooned.


Chapter 24




Kadria raised an arm into the air. The Twins smirked and placed their hands on their hips. They seemed keen to hear an answer from Nathan about what he wanted to do to Kadria.

For safety’s sake, he remained silent. A pressure built up in his mind, and he recognized it as the tether from Kadria. Out of curiosity, he quickly glanced into his mental world.

Then he gulped down what little saliva he could as his throat dried out.

He had thought the tendril from earlier had been huge. The sight of it had been scary enough, given he couldn’t create a tether like it.

This time, the tendril from his binding stone was still there, although much thinner.

But what caught Nathan’s attention were the thousands and thousands of tiny tethers running off his body. Kadria wasn’t attached to his binding stone.

She was attached to him.

Part of him wanted to say “obviously,” given she had traveled through time with him. But a very real part of him finally had to face the fact that he was mentally and magically connected to a demonic Messenger. Possibly until he died.

He didn’t have a clue why there were thousands of tethers, and he couldn’t follow them. Although he knew that one of them was connected to the same place as the tendril. That oddly familiar binding stone he had felt during the battle.

In reality, Kadria lowered her arm.

The room exploded. Dust billowed up from the ground, creating a massive cloud that Nathan tried not to breathe in. The tiles around Laura and Maura were shattered into millions of tiny fragments, and cracks ran across the entire room.

Laura and Maura screamed. They ducked down, covering their heads and pushing against each other in a panic.

Kadria strode up to them and placed a foot on top of Maura. She pushed Maura’s head down to the tile, before doing the same to Laura. Both succubi whimpered in fear, remaining prostrate before Kadria.

“Now that we’ve established who can turn who into ornaments, let’s have a chat,” Kadria said. Her pupils had enlarged, replacing her soft, violet eyes with glowing portals to hell. Her brown goat horns had turned charcoal black, and embers drifted off them.

Kadria didn’t summon a fake wind to make her dress blow. She didn’t swing her arms around in weird poses. Her method of intimidation involved reminding people that she was the most dangerous person present, and Nathan was reminded that she had once wiped out his defenses effortlessly.

He often forgot that, given how friendly and lustful she typically was these days.

“The two of you snuck in a connection to Nathan. How?” Kadria asked.

Connection? Was the tendril he sensed in his mental world from the Twins?

“It’s your own fault for leaving him open when he claimed the binding stone here,” Laura whined. “He was just so tempting and—”

“I wanted an answer, not excuses. If you idiots can slip past a Bastion’s defenses easily, then maybe I can as well,” Kadria said, eyes gleaming.

Maura huffed. “What are you talking about? We only got in because of you.”

“What?” Kadria asked.

“You have your hooks in him. We snuck in using the hole you made in his mind. All we needed was the opportunity. If we missed his first binding stone, he’d be too strong to grab.” Maura grinned. “So, when you appeared and disappeared from a world in like five seconds, we knew something was up. Especially because you’ve always destroyed every world you’ve touched. We followed you and grabbed him the moment he claimed the binding stone.”

“I don’t remember being grabbed,” Nathan said.

“They had to be subtle,” Kadria muttered. “Or else I would have noticed and crushed them. Now that they’ve invaded, they’re like an infestation in your mind. If I destroy them, it will hurt you permanently.” She smirked. “Of course, it’s not like I can’t do other things. But at least I know what my mistake was. I guess I didn’t cover my tracks well enough.”

“Uh, you’re not doing anything about them?” Nathan asked, pointing at the cowering Twins.

Kadria waved an arm in the air and wandered over to the throne. She took a seat in it, and sat cross-legged, showing off her minimal clothing and bare legs.

“They control the portal. If I incapacitated them, it would be too obvious. I need to limit my impact on this world, where possible.” When the Twins raised their heads, suddenly looking confident, Kadria added, “If they get in my way, I’ll happily mount them on my wall for decoration.”

“Can we not talk about mounting and ornaments?” Nathan asked, scratching his head and feeling somewhat out of place. The casual way they talked about doing awful things to each other disturbed him.

“Fine,” Kadria said. “But you’re the one who has to keep these girls in check. If you lose an invasion even once, then you’re theirs. And while I can protect you in the mental world, I can’t do anything in the physical.”

Mental world. Nathan remembered.

“You helped me during the battle, didn’t you?” Nathan asked.

Kadria raised an eyebrow. “No?”

“I felt it, you don’t need to lie.”

Shrugging, Kadria ignored him. “In any case, you should get better at doing things here. You nearly cast a spell and lost instantly earlier. This world is theirs, and that means any magic you use will be under their control. Unless you specifically craft it as mental magic.”

The Twins stood up and turned to face Kadria. “Stop trying to teach him things he doesn’t need to know,” they shouted in unison.

Mental magic in a mental world.

Everything began to fall into place, at least kind of.

“This is their mental world, isn’t it? And the bedroom I meet you in is your mental world, right?” Nathan asked aloud.

“Half-right, I guess,” Kadria said. “This is a physical manifestation of their mental world. That’s why it’s so big, stable, and you can see things easily, even if parts of it look like a Picasso.”

He was growing sick of all of the references to things he knew absolutely nothing about. What was a Picasso, and what did it have to do with the appearance of this place?

“But my room is different. Uh, think of it like a frontier fortress of my mental world. You have multiple binding stones, right, and they make up your mental world? I have something similar. Only an idiot lets others into their mental world so easily. The things a guest can do are terrifying.” Kadria grinned at Nathan.

“We’re not idiots,” Laura muttered.

“Besides, he can’t do anything here. And we’re more powerful here than anywhere else,” Maura added. “If you weren’t here, he’d be our plaything already. Once we lure somebody into our mind, they’re ours forever.”

A whisper crept into his mind. “You could be ours forever, so easily.”

Rage erupted within Nathan. He remembered what nearly happened last time and refused to let it happen again.

Instinctively, he grabbed a hunk of energy from the binding stone. The Twins grinned at him, their eyes twinkling.

He slowed down, remembering Kadria’s warning.

But Kadria had hurt them earlier. That must have been mental magic.

Hadn’t Kadria used that against him in his timeline?

He tried to envisage what her magic had felt like. The feeling of lightning running through his veins, as something severed the nerves within his mind. Of thunder crashing in his ear drums, but with no physical cause. Of overwhelming magical power cleaving his mental links apart like a blade so sharp and thin that it became invisible when flat.

Forming his magic into those ideas, Nathan drew his sword and slashed at a wall.

The entire hall filled with red light. A gash ran along the length of the wall, exposing the black void beyond. Black ink poured onto the floor, pooling and oozing toward them. The room began to shift and shimmer, its appearance transforming into one closer to that of a pastel painting.

“Stop, stop, stop!” the Twins wailed. They stared in horror at the gash and the black ooze.

Within seconds, the red light vanished and they healed the gash. The black ink disappeared soon after.

“If you do that again—” Maura threatened.

Nathan raised his sword and she froze, her eyes widening.

“Um, please don’t?” Maura whispered.

Kadria cackled in the background. “Like I said, what kind of idiot lets others into their mental world so easily? Even a complete amateur can do serious damage.” She frowned. “Don’t be too savage, Nathan. We need them alive. And a Messenger you know is better than a Messenger you don’t, should somebody replace them.”

She had a point. Nathan sheathed his sword.

The Twins started to mutter to one another.

Ignoring them, Nathan called out, “I wanted to talk to you about this war.”

“Later,” Kadria said. “I think it’s best if you calm down and think things through first.”

What did that mean?

Nathan shook his head and turned to leave. The tiles had been noisy before but made clacking and clicking noises with every step he took.

“Hey, you’re not leaving already, are you?” Maura suddenly asked.

A pair of hands grabbed his left arm.

“That’s right. You should stay. We can show you why helping us is so much smarter than helping that silly little goat,” Laura said.

A second pair of hands grabbed his right arm.

They pulled him backward with surprising strength and spun him around. Giggling, they began to paw at his crotch and kiss his neck. Their gargantuan breasts pressed against his chest and their bronzed thighs rubbed against his legs.

“Just compare our assets to hers,” Maura said. She pulled down the top of her black dress and leaned in closer, a cheeky grin stretched across her face.

Laura pouted and followed her sister. Both women had similarly sized chests, although they were closer to pillows at this point. They were definitely large enough to be used as pillows. Massive, bronzed, fleshy pillows the size of their heads.

Unable to help himself, Nathan squeezed them. Both succubi moaned. Their nipples hardened against his palms and they pressed their bodies against him more.

Suddenly, they pushed Nathan to the ground. They ripped their dresses off, revealing their soaked crotches and thighs. Without their clothing, Nathan could only tell them apart using the appearance of their eyes. Laura had white sclera, and Maura black.

“If you hurt him—” Kadria started to call out.

Both twins made a talking hand gesture to Kadria, and the smaller Messenger shut up. Kadria closed one eye and leaned her head on one palm.

From his vantage point on the floor, Nathan could see Kadria sitting on the throne as well as the two curvy succubi about to descend on him. Kadria’s hands were suspiciously close to her lower body. If she remained idle, he figured the Twins weren’t a danger if he played along.

At least, that’s the excuse he used. He absolutely wasn’t enjoying the embrace of two succubi. That would be heresy.

Soft pressure wrapped around his crotch, and Nathan looked down to see that his cock had been completely enveloped in their breasts. They were so stupidly massive that he couldn’t see even a hint of his shaft or tip. He was fairly confident in his size, but these girls had the largest mammaries he’d ever seen or felt.

“Does it feel good?” Laura asked.

“Of course, it does,” Maura said. “Why are we asking him when we can feel his answer?” She grinned and began to push her tits up and down.

Nathan groaned as both succubi began to move. Their movements were synchronized, and the soft pillowy pressure gave way to constant stimulation. He had two pairs of breasts massaging his length. It was like a dream.

Something warm and wet dripped onto his tip. Both girls were hovering over the gap between them, their mouths wide open. Glistening drops of saliva dripped from their mouths, and onto his cock. Their movements never slowed during this, and the lubrication only added to the pleasure.

Fire began to build up within his length. It was a slow build, but constantly increasing. Nathan leaned back against the floor and groaned as he felt himself riding the edge of what felt like a constant climax. His fingers found the slick entrances of the Twins, and they rolled their eyes in ecstasy as he began to pleasure them in return.

The pressure around his tip ebbed, but then came back. It was wetter than before. But the fire kept coming, and Nathan willed himself to finally come.

“Hey, I don’t remember giving you permission to modify him,” Kadria said suddenly.

Nathan blinked and finally looked up.

The Twins were still wrapped around his length, their breasts bouncing up and down. But now their mouths were pressed against his tip, and their tongues snaked up and down his shaft while lapping up every drop of pre he let out. They moaned and stared back at him with lidded red eyes. His fingers continued to explore them.

It suddenly occurred to Nathan that he was seeing something impossible.

He was an impressive enough size, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t big enough for the Twins to wrap their mouths around his length with their breasts pressed against his shaft.

“If you make him too big, others will get suspicious,” Kadria said, confirming his thoughts.

“Mmmm.” Maura pulled herself off him with a loud slurp. Her chin was a sticky mess. “As if you care. I bet they won’t even question it.”

They hadn’t questioned his limitless stamina. But he suspected that growing a few inches might be different.

For one thing, there was no way that Sen was letting him stick it in her rear any time soon. She’d be back to stretching for a while.

Kadria responded to Maura’s point by getting down on her knees and wrapping her mouth around Nathan’s enlarged length. Her eyes met his, and hers curved in pleasure.

A moment later, those same eyes rolled into the back of her head when the Twins forced his entire length down her throat. They giggled as Kadria spluttered and coughed. Nathan hit his climax immediately, the sudden pressure of Kadria’s throat too much as he went deeper than he ever had before.

When Kadria pulled away, it was with a stomach full of his seed and a very satisfied expression. Her chin and lips were a sticky mess of white. Her hands rubbed at her taut stomach.

Then she scowled at the Twins.

“Who’s first?” Kadria growled.

In the end, it didn’t matter. Nathan lost count of the number of times he climaxed. The three Messengers would have milked him until the end of time if he let them.

But he didn’t have that long. He had to face reality again and handle the aftermath of the Twins’ attempt to conquer him.


Chapter 25




Nathan’s detour to visit Kadria had explained some of what happened during the invasion. The rest needed further investigation.

The Twins had attacked because they had been given an opening during the cascade. Sure, they had apparently been waiting since Nathan first arrived and had an unexplained interest in claiming Nathan, but that was nothing new. He had already known that their interest in him was of the sexual variety.

No, it was the cascade itself that troubled Nathan. He needed some way to investigate the Aurelian Spires to find the truth.

The days that followed the invasion were a blur of activity. Nathan needed to confirm the safety of every fortress on the eastern border of the Empire, and also that the Spires hadn’t fallen.

There was an outside possibility that the cascade had been due to the worst-case scenario. Namely, a Messenger breaking through and the Spires shutting down the portal to cut off the Messenger’s army. If that were the case, Nathan would need to identify any escaping demons and alert every Bastion possible.

Any Messenger capable of defeating the Spires’ trigem Champion was far beyond Nathan’s current capability. The Twins had been powerful, but nowhere near the strength of the Messengers that Nathan had fought in the past. It was clear that they had invaded too early.

At the same time, Nathan needed to prepare for war with the Federation. If their armies marched on the Empire while communications were down, he needed to counterattack before it was too late. Losing Fort Taubrum was not an option.

Fortunately, no news arrived of Federation armies crossing the border, but he remained on edge.

The sheer size of the cascade made Nathan’s life more difficult. The leylines remained disrupted for days. Sunstorm was the only Champion he had that could quickly move between fortresses. Everything else had to be conducted the old-fashioned way: by horseback.

Not even the horseless carriages worked. While the interference didn’t affect most common spells or enchantments that relied on ambient magic, most newer inventions relied heavily on the density of magic that leylines propagated.

A mage could cast spells away from a leyline, but a horseless carriage failed. For that same reason, the carriages became gigantic decorations following the cascade.

It was for this reason that modern magical barriers around fortresses and towns were unreliable. They relied on the same concepts as horseless carriages and were prone to failure during cascades. Messengers had often triggered cascades in advance of land invasions. Right now, Anna’s hometown of Trantia was effectively defenseless.

Bastion fortresses were unaffected, as binding stones used a separate source of energy. The same went for mage towers built atop cairns, as the cairns allowed access to the leylines despite the disruption.

Nathan prioritized contacting Leopold’s fortresses and the various mage towers along the border. If evacuations became necessary, they would be the only safe havens available. Nathan would be required to focus his defensive efforts around them.

On the third day, Nathan received the news he had been waiting for. One of Leopold’s Champions arrived from Forselle Valley. She brought news from the Spires.

“The Spires are intact. The Council of Aurelia has placed the entire city under lockdown. Supposedly, there were riots on the first day, but those quieted down when the Council deployed the army into the streets.” Leopold’s Champion shook her head. “There are thousands of Aurelian soldiers in the valley, preventing anybody from going in or out of the Spires.”

The only time Nathan had ever heard of the Spires going into lockdown was when it was about to be attacked by land. The sprawl was large enough that its citizens wouldn’t notice an entire city being dropped on top of them. With well over a million residents, the Aurelian Spires were more than twice the size of any other city on Doumahr.

But that news wasn’t the real reason that Leopold’s Champion was in Gharrick Pass.

Leopold was. He had only awakened this morning, after two long days of constant medical attention from Vera and a local healer. His wounds would take weeks to fully heal. His armor was magical, and that magic had done a lot of damage to his body when Maura had fused it to his chest.

Nathan wasn’t entirely sure if he would have survived an attack like that. He knew some regeneration magic and could repair broken bones. But a spatial attack of that magnitude was intended to be lethal. To Nathan, the goal had always been to block them. That was always why he kept his binding stone reserves available when fighting a Messenger.

The old man’s face was pallid, and he barely opened his eyes. He gave his newly arrived Champion the weakest smile that Nathan had ever seen him give.

Nathan turned away, teeth gritted, and headed for his office.

Inside, he found Alice sitting in his chair. She was wearing simple clothing, but considerably more girlish than her usual fare. A black ruffled skirt that fell to her knees, stockings, flats, and a collared shirt with plenty of gold frills and ruffles along every seam and button.

The princess skimmed through the reports on his desk, while writing something with a spare hand. Before the invasion, Nathan would have found the sight odd. He had figured Alice to be more of a flighty princess. The sort to avoid formalities, paperwork, and the dull side of her Imperial heritage.

Instead, she had proven better than Nathan at his own job. At least when it came to the paperwork.

Seraph slipped in behind Nathan and gave him a small nudge. Dropping off a few letters, she picked up a small pile of completed paperwork without saying a word.

The door slammed shut behind Nathan, and he found himself lost for words. The scratching of Alice’s pen kept him company.

Eventually, she looked up and blinked at him with wide brown eyes.

“Did you want to sit down? This is your office,” Alice said, gesturing to the table in front of her.

Said table was covered by a map and more markers than any sane man could keep track of by himself.

Nathan shook his head. “I’m just lost in thought. It’s been a busy few days.”

“My father’s courtiers say ‘It’s been a busy few days’ after a couple of long sessions of court. The nobles at the Diet said ‘It’s been a busy few days’ after they accomplished absolutely nothing a month ago.” Alice fixed Nathan with a glare. “You’ve been doing the job of ten men. Have you even slept since the invasion?”

Nathan nearly answered honestly, his mouth half-open, before he thought better of it. The ability to extend time with the binding stone meant that Nathan could power nap and refresh his mind in minutes. His body needed actual rest eventually, but he knew spells to put off sleep for up to a week if necessary.

“Don’t even think about lying,” Alice said. “Fei and Sen have already spoken to me. They’re worried about you. Sleep, Nathan. The world’s not about to end.”

“It could have,” he said, admitting aloud his worries for the first time.

Alice stared at him. After a few moments, she lowered her pen. Again, she gestured to a chair.

This time, he took it.

“How?” she asked.

“You know about Messengers?” Nathan asked.

“You and Leopold just killed two.”

“One, technically,” Nathan said. “They were Twins, so I’m counting them as one. And I’m not sure they’re dead. The records indicate that the same Messenger has invaded several times. Only defeating them outside the portal seems to work.”

Alice bit her lip. “Okay. So, they might be back? Is that it?”

“It’s not about the Twins.” Nathan sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I mentioned that Messengers are an existential threat to humanity. One possible cause of the cascade was that the Spires had been breached by a powerful Messenger. If that happened, what do you think comes next?”

No answer came for several seconds. Nathan looked at Alice to see her staring back at him with wide eyes, her lips slightly parted.

“I thought you said that Torneus was behind it?” Alice whispered.

“That’s the assumption, but there’s a saying about those,” Nathan said, trying to temper his tone. He didn’t want to sound like a smug asshole in front of Alice.

Alice frowned, recovering from her shock. “So, you’ve been worried about the worst-case scenario?”

“That’s my job as Bastion. It would have been Leopold’s job, but he’s…” Nathan trailed off, a pained look on his face. He stared at the wall, and his eyes caught on a shield that bore the emblem of the Imperial Army.

For some reason, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from it.

“No, your job is to protect your binding stones. Leopold’s is similar, but he also provides advice and support to Grandpa.” Alice scowled. “Not that I have any right to say this to you, after the negotiations. But aren’t you taking on too much, Nathan? I’m your princess, and it’s my duty to worry about these issues. Grandpa—both of them—is responsible for the Imperial Army and responding to major threats. You also have Anna, who controls the county.”

Officially, that was how it was supposed to work.

Bastions were officers in the military. They operated under the nobles and protected their nations, but they weren’t supposed to run things on their own.

“If I did leave things be, where would we be with the Federation?” Nathan asked.

Alice picked up her pen and tapped it against the table. “In open war, probably with the situation flipped. We’d be trying to take back the Gharrick Mountains, instead of the other way around.” She rolled her eyes. “I get it. Like I said, I don’t have the right to say anything. But I want to be an Imperial Princess who helps you, instead of one who flounces in, acts bratty, and asks you to be her hero whenever anything that goes wrong. Isn’t Anna in the same boat?”

“And I’m trying to prevent a demonic invasion from overrunning the Empire,” Nathan said.

“Great. We both want the same thing.” Alice huffed and threw her pen at Nathan.

He caught it with one hand. It bounced on top of the pile of reports a moment later.

“I already have a lot of things in life. Everybody preaches noblesse oblige, but never follows through. Now, I have a chance to do something and you’ve spent the past few days running yourself ragged without letting me help,” Alice said. She waved a hand at the paperwork. “And this doesn’t count. Letters to nobles and mages could be written by anybody. If the job of an Emperor was to do paperwork, then you may as well replace us with a random peasant whose job it is to stamp everything in front of him.”

“Isn’t that how it works in the courts?” Nathan said, letting a little smugness leak through.

She rolled her eyes and threw her pen at him again. He let it hit him this time, as he probably deserved it.

“I said replace us. The courtiers don’t make the decisions on war, taxes, or negotiations,” she said.

Her hands ran along the pen, before she set it down again. Alice stood up and walked around the table to be in front of Nathan. “I have the best education in the Empire. Some of the best tutors. Both sides of my family are obscenely wealthy and powerful. If I’m not here to help you protect my homeland and family, what am I here for?”

Nathan took one of Alice’s hands, and she closed her other around his. She smiled at him.

For a moment, Nathan saw a different princess in front of him.

He sighed. “I get it.”

“Good.” Alice rubbed his hands. “I wish I was able to stay for longer. Charlotte’s been terrified since the invasion.”

“You’re heading back to Falmir?” Nathan asked.

“Nope,” she said. “Charlotte says she’s seen enough to know that what happened in the Diet was posturing, and she thinks the threat of demons and the cascade is more important than some stupid Nationalist insults. I’ll take her back to Aleich and report to Grandpa. Then you can bet I’ll be coming back here.” She prodded him in the chest.

Nathan grabbed her hand. In response, Alice gave him a puzzled smile.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about Alice. He was less sure how she felt about him.

For now, he settled things by kissing her hand in the style of chivalrous knights of old. Alice giggled, her face glowing red.

“Well, at least I know that I’m your princess,” Alice muttered as she wandered back to Nathan’s desk.

That was a statement that Nathan had difficulty processing. He filed it away for later and left the room.

Two days later, communications had largely returned across the eastern border.

The worst of it was that Leopold remained gravely injured. His condition had improved enough that he could travel, but neither he nor Nathan had prepared the catalysts for a gateway to one of his fortresses. With the horseless carriages operational again, his Champions bundled him into one.

Before he left, he sent his Champions away from the carriage. Nathan closed the carriage door and sat down. Leopold took a heavy breath, his breathing ragged. His normally clean-shaven chin was now covered in thick stubble.

“I know we said there’d be words after the invasion,” Leopold said, voice like gravel. “That can come later. Right now, I am giving you complete authority over the Imperial Army on the eastern border of the Anfang Empire.”

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up. He opened his mouth to say something, but words failed him.

“Hah. Didn’t expect that?” Leopold chuckled, but it turned into a cough.

A triangle of magic flared in Nathan’s hands, but Leopold waved him off.

“I’m fine. It just hurts to laugh.” Leopold sighed. “Hans and Gorthal gave me the power before the negotiations, without informing anyone. They’ve been worried about Tharban and what he might pull, so ensured that any Imperial forces couldn’t be controlled by any other Bastions.” A stubby finger pointed at Nathan’s chest and prodded him weakly. “Now it falls to you. We don’t know if Tharban’s behind this, but anything could happen next. I trust you. I know that Alice does as well. However you know the things you do, it doesn’t matter. Just don’t fuck it up.”

His eyes bored into Nathan’s.

Nathan nodded grimly.

He watched as Leopold’s carriage trundled away.

So, the old man had suspected him of knowing too much. Nathan had wondered why his slip-ups had never drawn any attention. The answer was staring him in the face the whole time.

Overlooking Nathan’s suspicious behavior and background had been to Leopold’s political advantage. And it remained to his advantage. Protecting the Empire and denying the Nationalists remained Leopold’s highest priority.

He was, after all, the right hand of Emperor Gorthal, and a man who made many mistakes in the lead-up to the fall of the Anfang Empire in Nathan’s timeline.

A day later, a much less emotional farewell took place with the two princesses. Alice swept Nathan up in a hug. She wore a dark silk skirt that showed more thigh than Nathan had seen before, and her white socks left a tantalizingly thin amount of skin open.

“I’ll be back soon,” Alice said. “I left a two-way mirror in your office. Talk to me. Anna has one as well.”

Charlotte gave no farewell and seemed terrified of showing Nathan her face.

For some reason, Nathan felt nothing as he watched the meek woman slip into the carriage. He had been pulsing with excitement when he first discovered her presence, and now he struggled to find even the tiniest hint of emotion in his mind.

A hand ran along his ass and pulled him from his thoughts. He glared at the dark-skinned elf that pressed her voluptuous breasts against his arm.

“It seems your father’s blood does run in your veins. I always doubted it, but you’ve proven everybody wrong. Or maybe you’ve proven everybody right.” Nurevia laughed. “Everybody did say that you were the best son that Tharban could ever hope to have. Maybe they knew you would bloom. And now your pollen is ripe for the harvest.”

Her hands ran along his crotch.

Nathan pushed her away, and she stumbled in the dirt for a few steps. Her amethysts glimmered for a moment, and Nathan tensed. Elsewhere in the courtyard, both Fei and Seraph took up aggressive stances.

When Nurevia recovered, an ecstatic expression overcame her. She licked her lips and stared at him with glazed-over purple eyes.

“A little weak, but there’s definitely hints of daddy in there,” the dark elf purred. She ran a hand over her stomach, where Nathan had pushed her. “I think the best thing Tharban ever did was banishing you. I can’t wait until we meet again, Nathan.”

On the contrary, Nathan wanted to wait as long as possible. He suspected that he would be seeing Nurevia sooner than he would like, unfortunately.

Suddenly, the dark elf lunged for him. He reached for his sword, but she stopped short. Her expression turned serious. She stood on her toes and spoke into his ear.

“A word of warning. Falmir isn’t all that it seems. Speak to your little wolf butler if you want to know.” Nurevia leaned away and smirked at him. “Consider that a belated gift, in recognition of achieving your manhood.”

“I’m over thirty, you know.”

“Yes, and I’m recognizing you as a man now. Be proud.” Nurevia rose to her full height, leaving as many openings as she could.

She was twisted inside and out, Nathan knew.

He gave her a light push toward the carriage, and she pouted at him. Despite that, she still rubbed the place that he had pushed her.

The castle felt almost empty in the afternoon. Sunstorm was napping after a patrol, and Fei had taken over from her. Seraph had returned to Fort Taubrum and taken command of the eastern front. With communications restored, Vera preferred the comfort of her tower over Gharrick Pass. Anna had countless anxious nobles and merchants to deal with, although she rarely spent more than a night or two away from the castle.

Nathan found it odd that Anna appeared to have moved into his fortress, when she constantly talked about renovating and upgrading her family manor.

Only Sen was awake. She kept him company in his office, although her unfocused expression made it clear that she was conversing with Ifrit. Probably practicing spells or learning new magical theory.

A knock sounded on the door, and a wolfgirl knight opened it. Her tail wagged when she noticed that Fei wasn’t here, her eyes skimming over Sen.

Her words were a lot more serious than her reaction implied.

“Bastion, our scouts have seen a carriage approaching. Its escorts are carrying the flag of the Aurelian Spires, and the emblems on the carriage are of the Council of Aurelia,” the knight said.

A carriage sent by the Council meant only one thing.

The notoriously anti-human Spires had sent a diplomatic envoy to speak to Nathan.


Chapter 26




Nathan waited for the dark elves in his office. He had dealt with them before and knew that he needed to handle the envoy with care.

The Aurelian Spires were an ancient city-state that sat at the heart of Doumahr. The city loomed over Forselle Valley and was built into the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains.

Scholars believed that the ancient sandstone spires had been built by the First Peoples, which was the name given to the faeries of old. Modern faeries didn’t deserve such an important name, even if they still referred to themselves using it.

This wasn’t prejudice to Nathan. Something had changed in the faeries at some point. The First Peoples had built the system of cairns across Doumahr, mapped out the leylines, and established the entire system of Bastions. While it was frowned upon to admit as much, they had been the Watcher Omria’s favored ones well before the Anfang Empire existed.

Then something happened. Omria moved on, and the faeries became less important. Most history from before the Anfang Empire was based on archaeological evidence, rather than written record, so nothing was certain. But the fact that nobody recorded what happened between Omria and the faeries remained cause for concern. Particularly given her disappearance.

The Empire was ancient. Millenia old. But the Spires and cairns were older still.

Had Omria abandoned the First Peoples and moved on to humanity? Was history repeating? Was that why she had disappeared over four hundred years ago?

Nathan didn’t know. Nobody did. Even timeless spirits such as Ifrit refused to speak about her. For whatever reason, Kadria clammed up when it came to Omria.

In the end, the origins of the Spires remained a mystery. As did Omria herself.

What wasn’t a mystery was how the Spires came into the possession of the dark elves. The declining power of the faeries allowed their servants to overthrow them, and the dark elves claimed the shining jewel of the fae kingdom. Between the rise of humanity in the west and the rebellion of the dark elves, the faeries were pushed east.

There, the faeries founded the Republic of Arcadia. Although not until they had butchered each other for a good thousand or so years in a brutal civil war. The fields of Arcadia were steeped so heavily in blood that there were folk tales about it. Some even suggested that the productivity of their fields was due to how many dead faeries there were in the ground.

These days, Arcadia was considered something of paradise. An idyllic natural habitat of beautiful lakes, forest, and grasslands. At least, so long as you were a faerie.

The Spires weren’t much different to Arcadia. The dark elves were originally a nocturnal race that lived underground. The faeries had enslaved them and used them as laborers, taking advantage of their impressive magic prowess. Both surface-dwelling and subterranean elves were the most powerful magic using mortal races on Doumahr, save for the faeries and mystic foxes.

But where the surface elves were pacifists, and abhorred violence, the dark elves soaked up the teachings of their masters like a sponge did dirty water.

The culture within the Spires encouraged public humiliation, physical punishment, open hatred of non-dark elves, and diplomatic isolation.

Nathan firmly believed that the only thing that stopped the dark elves from attempting to conquer Doumahr was their strong dislike of sunlight. While millennia of adaptation had changed them, the average dark elf preferred to spend all day curled up in a squat hole in a rat’s nest of a city, rather than face the sun for an hour.

The insane sprawl of the Spires wasn’t due to poverty or an outright dislike of the people who lived there. It was the most desirable way for dark elves to live on the surface. Dark elves who didn’t mind the sun—like Nurevia—had spent most of their lives denying their natural preferences. Champions, Bastions, merchants, and diplomats were groomed from birth to withstand long days in the sun.

Which made the approaching diplomatic envoy all the more significant. The dark elves never reached out to other races. Nathan knew this from experience. The Empire had collapsed, Arcadia had been in the midst of another civil war, and the Federation was in the grips of Torneus’s madness. And they still had required Charlotte to publicly embarrass herself in front of the Council.

Nathan fiddled with the mirror that Alice had left behind while he waited. It was a small hand mirror. Alice had inscribed her name on the back. It seemed familiar somehow, although he couldn’t place why.

As tempting as it was to contact her using the mirror, and possibly even include her in this meeting, he ignored the urge.

For one, she was likely still traveling with Charlotte. Nurevia’s warning rung in his mind.

He also suspected the dark elves wanted to speak with him alone. The fact that they arrived within hours of Alice’s carriage leaving was suspicious. And why weren’t they contacting him ahead of time? Why not contact the Emperor? Or Archduke von Milgar?

The door swung open. Nobody had knocked.

Nathan placed the mirror on top of the desk, reflective side down.

A pair of dark elves strode in, one male, one female. Behind them, Sen and the wolfgirl knight from earlier glared daggers into the backs of the visitors.

A red garnet shimmered in the woman’s collarbone. Like most dark elves, she dressed conservatively. The only skin she showed was above her neck, and a small sliver in the cutout around her gem. Her face was unfamiliar to Nathan, which was unsurprising given she was a monogem Champion. She gave him a haughty look and gestured for him to rise from his seat.

The man was familiar, however. He had spoken with Charlotte several times. His name escaped Nathan. What Nathan did remember was that he was a diplomat who specialized in dealing with humans. Nurevia had disliked him, but he had seemed reasonable enough, even if he played the same games as most dark elves. His skin was the color of ash, and he wore a tailored silk suit that was almost the same color.

Unlike most dark elves, both of them wore no visible piercings. Nurevia had been the same, at least when clothed. This was deliberate.

Although ostentatious shows of jewelry and faces covered in piercings were a sign of wealth and prosperity for dark elves, they knew that the same didn’t hold in other cultures. Champions, Bastions, and diplomats refrained from visible piercings in order to appeal to non-dark elf preferences.

The diplomat raised an eyebrow when Nathan remained seated. The corner of his mouth turned upward ever so slightly, and his black eyes narrowed.

“Bastion Nathan Straub, I assume?” the diplomat said. He tilted his head in acknowledgement, but refused to bow. “I am Sureev van Jormun.” He paused. “As you are of noble origin yourself, I assume I don’t need to explain my origins?” His eyes bore into Nathan’s.

Ah, yes, the “if you don’t know dark elf culture, you are lesser” attitude. Diplomacy with dark elves was all about posturing.

Nathan refused to stand, not because he was being impolite, but because it would be taken as a sign of weakness. Sureev was asserting dominance, despite being an uninvited guest from a nation that wasn’t in the good graces of the Empire. Every inch that Nathan gave out of politeness would be returned with a sneer and an attempt to claim moral superiority.

“You are Sureev, from the Jormun spire,” Nathan said flatly. “It’s the central spire where the Council of Aurelia conducts its business. I’d say I’m honored to host such a prestigious guest, but I’m a military man in service to my Emperor, and I don’t have the foggiest clue why you’re here.”

The dark elf Champion’s eyes nearly shot out of her head. She took a step forward.

To Nathan’s surprise, Sureev laughed. Not a chuckle, but a deep-throated laugh that bounced off the walls.

“Leave us,” Sureev said to his Champion.

“Honored Envoy, I—” the Champion began to say.

Sureev’s face hardened, and the Champion swallowed her words. She pushed her way past Sen and the wolfgirl without a backward glance.

After a long look at Nathan, Sen closed the door and left Nathan alone with Sureev.

Several long moments passed before Sureev turned to face the door.

“This room is warded, I assume?” he asked.

“Would a Bastion conduct business in a room that isn’t?”

“A smart one wouldn’t. It is fortunate that my first impression of you is as positive as my spies told me it would be.” Sureev pulled out a chair and took a seat. “Normally I would keep the charade going, but I am here to conduct important business on behalf of the council. Angering you does not behoove me.”

“And here I thought angering humans was the dark elf national sport,” Nathan said.

“It is, but sport is played in public. We are most decidedly not in public.” The dark elf waved a hand toward the cabinets and shelves behind Nathan. “Is there any possibility of a drink?”

After a moment of thought, Nathan rose. “Any preference?”

“A local lager would be nice. I can drink aged wine and spirits at my leisure in the Spires, but you Anfang brew some delightful regional beer at this time of year. It’s a guilty pleasure of mine when I visit Aleich during winter.”

There weren’t any kegs in Nathan’s office. He doubted whether anybody kept kegs of beer in their office. Was this a test by Sureev to see if the servants were listening, and would turn up in moments with beer to prevent Nathan from being embarrassed?

Was that even something that might happen with nobility and the Spires? Nathan genuinely had no clue, although he certainly had memories of servants turning up suspiciously quickly with drinks and food after they were requested.

Whatever Sureev’s intentions, Nathan had no such intelligence network of servants to spy on his needs.

Nathan walked over to the door and opened it. Sen and the dark elf Champion were outside, glaring at one another.

“Sen, have the servants bring a jug of lager and some ceremonial steins,” Nathan said.

She blinked at him. He didn’t wait to see her reaction before closing the door.

“It’ll be here in a few minutes,” Nathan said.

Sureev chuckled. “And here I thought you’d keep it on tap in your office. Wouldn’t a network of pipes and a brewery be simple for you?”

“Absolutely not. Shipping in the raw material would be a nightmare. And the pipes would play havoc with the wards. How could I ward the office if I intentionally put a hole in it?” Nathan shook his head.

“Create the material here, then,” Sureev suggested.

“Then the beer tastes terrible. Even with processing, magically created food and drink is flavorless garbage. I’d be better off riding into a random village and drinking whatever they’ve brewed,” Nathan said.

“Hmm. I hadn’t thought that you couldn’t salvage the end product, but I suppose I’m not the Bastion.” Sureev shrugged.

Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of the man in front of him. His memories suggested that Sureev wasn’t to be entirely trusted, but the attitude on show was different from the one shown in Nathan’s timeline. Had Nathan impressed the Council that much?

Or had Charlotte been that unimpressive?

“Do you really care that much that I knew what your name meant?” Nathan asked, leaning on his desk with his arms folded.

“No, but everything adds up.” Sureev leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “A Bastion who was exiled by his imperialist father for harboring pro-beastkin tendencies is of interest. When that same Bastion thwarts an invasion by the Federation and wins the backing of Leopold Tyrim, he becomes a man to watch closely. Stealing two Champions from another Bastion, winning a string of victories, and making well-founded accusations of heresy against one of the most powerful and ambitious men on Doumahr?”

“I get your point. I’m standing out,” Nathan said.

“You’re a radiant beacon of glory,” Sureev corrected. “And one that the Council wishes to work with. That’s not an honor offered lightly.”

There was a knock at the door, saving Nathan the need to respond to Sureev’s words. A maid brought in a tray with a massive metal container and two blown glass steins. Unlike King George’s gargantuan stein, these were only the size of an ordinary tankard. Engraved into the glasses were intricate images of Omria interweaved with emblems of the Empire.

When they were alone again, Sureev poured a tall, foamy glass of the pale beer. He took a long draft and nodded approvingly.

“I’ve missed this,” the dark elf said. “Now, to business. I don’t need to tell you that things have gone awry recently.”

“There was a tiny cascade, yes.”

Sureev’s smile dimmed slightly. “Yes, and that is our business. What do you make of the current situation at the Spires?”

“You’re assuming I know?” Nathan asked.

“You’ll be considerably less useful to the Council if you don’t.”

Nathan wasn’t even sure what was happening now, but he decided to play along. “There aren’t any demons running around Forselle Valley, so if the city is in lockdown by the army, that means the Council wants to keep somebody in. Or somebody out.”

“Oh? You’re not worried that we’re concerned about an imminent assault by land? Hasn’t that been your concern?” Sureev smirked.

Nathan scoffed. “The Federation lacks the power to threaten the Spires. Arcadia would fall to pieces internally if it attempted to use its army. And I can’t imagine any reason the Empire or Trafaumh would attack the Spires. Who else would attack you by land? The Far Reaches are practically uninhabited.”

“A curious opinion about Arcadia,” the dark elf said. He drained his glass and poured another. The map across the table drew his attention. Or more accurately, he made an obvious show of looking at it. “But yes, you’re correct. The cascade has alarmed the Council. It should not have happened. The portals within the Spires have been active for longer than any dark elf is aware of, and a Messenger could arrive at any time. The fact one was closed during an invasion without the Council’s approval, or that of any of the three Bastions responsible for each of them, is deeply concerning.”

“And?” Nathan asked.

“And the Council will not allow such heresy to stand. The safety of the city is threatened, and that of our entire race. I trust you understand our feelings?” Sureev’s expression hardened. His fingers traced the border with the Federation.

From Nathan’s experience, the Council had never really cared about heresy. Or even the safety of the Spires.

This was about the power of the Council. Somebody had deceived the most powerful dark elves on Doumahr, and they were furious. Nobody held a grudge like a politician betrayed.

“You’re here to cut a deal,” Nathan said. He took a seat and finally drank his own beer.

“I am. I trust you can keep this matter private.”

“I am a Bastion of the Emperor,” Nathan reminded Sureev.

“Not that private.” The dark elf chuckled. “But chattering nobles do not need to know how nations are truly run, do they?”

Sureev’s fingers found the center of the Federation and he tapped one city in particular. “Our objectives align, I believe. The Council wants you to bring us High Lord Torneus, so that he can be tried for the crime of heresy against the Aurelian Spires and the dark elf people. You want him gone as well, do you not?”

Nathan leaned back in his chair. This was a turn of events he hadn’t anticipated.

But Torneus losing his allies only accelerated history. It didn’t help Nathan.

“What does the Empire gain from this? In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve been trying to end the war with the Federation,” Nathan said. “I doubt the Emperor will be happy to hand over the catalyst for the war to a foreign nation, unless there’s something to gain.”

“Of course. You want peace and stability. So do we. As such, the Council will support the Empire’s claim to the Federation’s territory in return for Torneus. There would also be some additional treaties required, particularly for trade and guaranteeing the defensive line along the Houkeem Desert, but the offer is decisive.”

Had Nathan heard that correctly?

“Define support,” Nathan said, trying to keep his voice steady.

“Diplomatic and military. As I said, we want stability. Do you think the Federation can remain stable in its current state? Do you think it can hold off the demons swarming across its eastern border?” Sureev sneered. “Nobody wants another Kurai. Torneus has made his bed. But there is no reason we should lay in it with him.”

Afterward, there was little else to discuss. Nathan gifted the diplomat a small keg of lager to take with him and arranged for another meeting in the near future.

Conquering a foreign nation wasn’t a decision to be taken lightly. Nathan needed at least a few days to think on it, and to figure out who to involve. On the surface, he claimed he would involve the Imperial family.

In truth, he wasn’t sure what to do. Nathan knew nothing about Emperor Gorthal or Archduke von Milgar. Leopold was incapacitated and had left him with the authority to do what he felt was necessary.

That left Anna and Alice. One of them was still traveling and would be unavailable for a little longer. Nathan promised himself that he would contact her using the mirror tonight, even if it was only to organize a time they could talk in private.

But Anna would be returning to the fortress this afternoon. Nathan already knew what he wanted to do when it came to Torneus, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he was falling into a trap. The dark elves had never been so proactive before.

Whatever the case, Nathan needed to decide soon. The end of winter approached.
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“I’m guessing that was a fairly heavy meeting,” Sen said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you run away from your office that fast.”

“Thank you for saying that I ran away,” Nathan said drily.

“I call it like I see it.” Sen tried to smirk, but her expression was too serious for it to work. “What even happened in there, Nathan?”

“Politics, mostly. And an offer I didn’t expect to be made in a thousand years,” Nathan said.

The two of them walked along the battlements of the inner wall of Gharrick Pass. Spring had nearly arrived, and the only snow was visible within the nearby mountain line itself. Slush and mountain covered the hills and ran along the ditches.

Nathan’s soldiers had dug small streams to redirect any runoff away from the fortress and the pass. Most of these streams bubbled with water, and a small lake had formed south of the fortress.

Buds formed on the trees as the local flora prepared for warmer weather. It would be weeks before the mountains were warm enough that the Gharrick Mountains were safely traversable by large convoys or an army. But for everybody else, spring was effectively here.

“I’d never seen a dark elf before that weird one who came with the princess,” Sen said. She made a funny face. “Her name was Nurevia, right? I feel some odd emotions about her. And not the most positive ones.”

“That’s unsurprising. She preyed on weakness, but also wanted others to exploit her weakness.” Nathan sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Was talking about the old Sen really a smart idea?

“Weakness, huh. I get the feeling I was weak. Is that the difference between me and who I used to be?” Sen asked.

Exactly the sort of question Nathan didn’t want to talk about now.

He looked Sen in the eye and realized that she deserved the answer, even if he felt uncomfortable giving it.

“Mostly, yes. You have access to the same power that you once had, but the difference is that you didn’t have to pay the horrific price for it.” Nathan paused, choosing his words carefully. “Even after you joined me, there was still pain. That’s what it means to live in a dying world.”

“Yeah. I get that feeling. So often I wake up, realize where I am and just… feel this endless sense of relief. I can wander a forest without worrying that a band of demons will ambush me. Everybody I care about is still alive—at least those that matter to me right now. Every day feels almost relaxing, even though I know we’re preparing for war. Ifrit chews me out about it, but I find it really hard to get sucked into the doom and gloom feel when I know how much worse things can be.” Sen’s eyes gazed over the edge of the wall, as if they were gazing into an abyss.

Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder, and she smiled up at him.

“And that’s why I’m worried about you,” Sen said. “You look a little lost right now.”

“I am a little lost right now,” Nathan admitted.

Letting out a sigh, Nathan bent over and leaned against the edge of the wall. It was cold. He felt the chill seep through his officer’s jacket and into his arms but ignored it.

Right now, that feeling helped calm him down. It was the same as pummeling his back with hot water in a shower to focus his thoughts or pinching his wrist to distract himself. A strong physical sensation to keep him focused on something real, instead of the endless whirlpool of thoughts in his head.

“Oh,” Sen said.

She remained silent after that. Unlike him, she leaned her back against the wall. Her red coat was thicker than his jacket. At some point over winter, she had lined it with fur from wolves she had hunted in the mountains.

Minutes passed.

“You don’t have to stay with me, you know,” Nathan said.

Sen hit him in the side. He glanced at her with a raised eyebrow.

“You realize that I love you, right?” she said, glaring at him. “That I don’t stay with you just because of the cool magic lessons or that you’re great in bed?”

“You’re saying I’m not great in bed?” Nathan said.

“Well, it’s been a little harder this week since you got a mysterious package upgrade, meaning we haven’t been able to do some of the things we usually do.” Sen leered at him, but her expression quickly returned to concern. “But that’s not what I meant. Don’t dodge my point.”

“I love you too, Sen. I’m just saying that you don’t need to hang around in the cold while I think about things.”

“You mean while you mope,” she teased. A few moments passed, her attempt at humor falling flat. She sighed, and Nathan felt her hand on top of his head.

Why did his girls feel the need to try to pat his head when they wanted to comfort him? Was it a need to get back at him for constantly patting their heads?

“I don’t know how to help you now, besides being by your side. Politics is way beyond me. I’m struggling with the crazy magic stuff you and Ifrit are teaching me.” Sen cleared her throat. “But, uh, maybe somebody else can help you?”

A few moments passed, and the hand on top of Nathan’s head grew noticeably warmer.

As in, warm enough that he worried Sen was casting a spell.

Nathan looked over at her, then relaxed.

“Oh, it’s you, Ifrit,” Nathan said. “It’s been a while.”

“Indeed,” a much deeper tone said. It sounded like Sen, if she swallowed a bucket full of gravel, lit her throat on fire, and aged twenty years. Not quite masculine, so much as a very throaty and deep version of Sen’s voice, with an edge of fire to it.

Ifrit had taken control of Sen’s body, and the effect was noticeable. He stood differently. Back straight, shoulders wide, no slouch, and hands behind his back. His expression was odd on Sen’s face, as it tried to appear both inquisitive and suspicious as the same time, but Sen was a young woman, so it mostly made her look silly.

“Is talking to me your idea, or Sen’s?” Nathan asked.

“Both. You’ve been troubled lately, and the events of the cascade bothered me.” Ifrit smiled at Nathan using Sen’s body. “A chat would be nice, regardless. While this troublesome child keeps me entertained, I do appreciate talking to somebody else from time to time.”

“Fair.” Nathan fell silent.

Moments passed.

“This is the part where you talk about your problem, or problems,” Ifrit said.

“You’re doing a great job coaxing me into feeling secure and comfortable talking about my deepest, darkest issues,” Nathan drawled.

“I have lived too long to spend my time playing psychiatrist. And I can tell that you have issues that you want to talk about, but don’t because people will not understand. So, out with them,” Ifrit said. He waved Sen’s hand in the air in a circular motion, gesturing for Nathan to get on with it.

The air grew warmer around them due to Ifrit’s presence. Even through Sen, the spirit’s power could be felt simply by proximity. Nathan no longer felt the chill of the wall in his arms.

He leaned away from the wall and faced Ifrit. “Have you ever wondered if the things you do have no impact on the world? That everything would play out the same even if you did nothing?”

Ifrit raised an eyebrow. “That’s an odd statement for a Bastion with your status and power to make. Few people can say they’ve influenced Doumahr as much as you have in so little time. Isn’t that why the dark elves came to you?”

“But does it matter in the end?” Nathan said, frustration leaking into his voice.

No answer.

After a few moments, Nathan turned away. “Ifrit, do you believe in predetermined events?”

A harsh intake of breath, followed by a long silence. “I had my suspicions. There are few ways to traverse timelines, and fewer still to alter memories. You showed limited promise in both, given your knowledge of spatial and mental magic. Even so, I find it difficult to believe that you would speak of this topic without external interference.”

Nathan shifted uncomfortably, unwilling to look at Ifrit.

“Do not worry. I’ve cut off Sen’s senses for the time being. I assume there is good reason you have left her unaware of your involvement with the Messengers,” Ifrit said.

Damn, so he did know. At least, he did now.

“It’s not something I want to burden any of my Champions with,” Nathan said, looking at Ifrit.

“A smart decision. Although I hope it’s one you made voluntarily.” Ifrit’s gaze was as sharp as his words. He moved on, and said, “Tell me, what do you mean by predetermined events? Because the way you’ve described them is slightly different to how I would.”

Nathan frowned. “It feels like my actions don’t have any real effect on the world. If I stop something from happening, then it simply happens in a slightly different way. I…” He stopped, realizing he was about to repeat himself. “Maybe an example will help.”

Ifrit gestured for him to go ahead.

“Let’s say a town is about to be crushed by a giant boulder. This happens, but I survive and go back in time to stop it,” Nathan explained.

For some reason, Ifrit’s eyes narrowed at the mention of going back in time. Nathan didn’t question this, but he filed it away for later.

Continuing, Nathan said, “I know about the boulder, so I gather up my friends in the past and stop it.”

“But the boulder returns to its position?” Ifrit offered. “Or perhaps another town is threatened by the boulder?”

“Not quite.” Nathan shook his head. “It’s more like another boulder appears. I know how to stop boulders from crushing towns, so I can stop it. But every time I do, another boulder appears. And another. Eventually, it becomes clear that no matter how many times I save the town, another boulder will appear to destroy it. Nothing I do can change the future. And if that’s the case, does anything I do actually matter?”

“Ah,” Ifrit said, closing his eyes. After a few moments, he gestured for Nathan to walk with him.

They walked along the battlements. A couple of guards gave Ifrit odd looks. Probably because Sen doesn’t walk like an old man, with her hands behind her back and a thoughtful expression on her face.

“What you’re talking about is predetermination,” Ifrit said.

“I know that word, but I don’t know what it means,” Nathan admitted.

“Predetermination is the idea that the future is fixed. That free will does not truly exist and that the fate of the world is inscribed into our very beings. It is the idea that your actions are decided in advance.” Ifrit paused. “Imagine that you approach a fork in the road, but while there appear to be many options, you can only take one. Maybe it appears that you can choose, but no matter what decisions you take, eventually, you end up taking the ‘correct’ road.”

The idea chilled Nathan to his core.

“That sounds a lot like what I’m experiencing,” Nathan said. “I’ve been trying to stop the Federation and Empire from going to war since I arrived, but nothing works. I stopped the demonic invasion that triggered it all, but the Federation attacked anyway. I counterattacked and won, but they refused peace negotiations. Then, even when we negotiated, they still pushed back and tried for war. They triggered the cascade to bring down the Empire. And, after all of that failed, the Spires come out of nowhere and tell me to conquer the Federation.”

Nathan laughed bitterly. He had wasted an entire winter trying to stop a war, only to be made an offer to restart it. And that offer came from the last nation he ever expected to side with the Empire.

“And? What makes that predetermined?” Ifrit said.

“I… what?” Nathan asked, freezing in place.

“You’ve been confused by your Messenger, and I doubt she wants to correct your confusion,” Ifrit said. “But what you’re describing is simply how reality works. There’s a common link behind everything you’ve described, and it doesn’t require a higher power to deny you free will.”

Nathan frowned.

A common link.

Obviously, that was Torneus. Probably. Nathan wasn’t as certain as the dark elves were that the scheming regent was behind the cascade. How could Torneus trigger a demonic invasion and then convince a Bastion or Champion to close a demonic portal?

Regardless, Nathan said, “You’re talking about Torneus.”

“I am. You’re trying to stop a war, but the main driving force still holds the power to cause it. What makes you think the war would stop simply because you stopped a single trigger?” Ifrit asked.

“A lot of things had to happen at once to threaten the Empire,” Nathan said. “And…” he trailed off.

What was this about anymore?

Originally, he had wanted to stop the fall of the Empire in order to prevent the end of Doumahr. Afterward, Kadria had told him that the war he stopped would continue trying to happen because that was the nature of the world.

But his true objective was to stop the demons from overtaking the world. Stopping wars between nations was less important. A war between two countries wasn’t guaranteed to result in the end of the world.

In fact, Nathan had arguably prevented that from happening. Leopold had even pointed out that the open aggression between the Federation and Empire prevented the cascade from being worse. Even if the Federation and Empire went to war, it was possible that both sides fought in a bloody stalemate that led nowhere. The same was happening in the north against Trafaumh.

“I’ve fucked up,” Nathan said. He wanted to slap himself in the face.

Ifrit chuckled. “It is a common mistake that people make. History is often written to make it appear that it happens through a set of amazing coincidences, but the truth is that there are usually many determined people behind the scenes. Events don’t happen because of fate; they happen because of the actions of many people or through the greater will of humanity.”

“Things have gotten worse, though,” Nathan muttered. “If the war had happened normally, I could ignore it but now…” He sighed. “I’ve weakened Torneus’s hold over the Federation. Even if he remained in power, the other regents will turn on him, eventually. It could result in a vicious civil war. If that happened, that may be the hole in the world that allows a demonic Messenger through. The Houkeem Desert is a persistent threat, after all.”

“And? What do you plan to do about it, now that you have wised up to your past mistakes?” Ifrit asked.

Nathan opened his mouth, prepared to make a decisive answer.

Then he closed it and thought for a few more moments.

“I think I might talk to Anna first. And maybe Alice as well. I did imply that I’d ask for help if necessary,” Nathan said.

“And now you really are wising up.” Ifrit clapped Nathan on the back. It felt odd, given he was in Sen’s body.

“I feel like I’m not as old as I think I am,” Nathan said. “Although I look back at my past self and think ‘what an idiot’ with regularity.”

“That feeling never goes away. I look back at myself from only a year ago and question why I agreed to this possession,” Ifrit said drily. “I did have a favor to ask before I return this body to Sen, however.”

“Shoot.”

Ifrit fixed Nathan with a strong glare. “Whenever Sen has magic lessons planned for the next day, please restrain yourself from anal sex. You have no idea how deeply uncomfortable it is to take over her body and provide physical demonstrations for her.”

There was a long pause.

Nathan cracked a smile, then shook his head. “You let Sen hear that, didn’t you? I suppose you’re right that we never stop calling our past selves an idiot.”

A scream erupted from Sen’s body a moment later. It sounded a lot like Sen, rather than Ifrit.

Probably because it was Sen.

“That asshole!” she shouted. “How dare he say that out loud! I even made him promise to not peek on us when we have sex. How does he even know when we do that stuff?”

Nathan imagined there might have been some clues, if Ifrit was taking over control of Sen’s body. Also, Sen didn’t exactly shy away from talking or thinking about sex.

But Nathan wisely kept his opinion to himself as his little spellblade raged around the battlements, shouting at the top of her lungs.

Suddenly, Sen grabbed Nathan’s jacket by the lapel and said, “We have time before Anna arrives, right? I want to teach him a lesson.”

Nathan stared at Sen as it slowly dawned on him what Sen meant. “Maybe tonight. Anna will be here in less than an hour.”

Sen grit her teeth, but let Nathan go. She grumbled to herself and stormed off.

Straightening his jacket, Nathan pretended that hadn’t happened.

No, that was a lie. He admitted to himself that the docile, meek Sen from his timeline was never coming back. This Sen was entirely her own person, and he loved her for it. Tonight would be a lot of fun.

But for now, he had a noblewoman to talk to. Two, even.


Chapter 28


Narime



Acomb ran through Narime’s tails. She repeated the motion, carefully covering every inch of the massive bundles of fur that extended from her backside. The process was repetitive, but one that Narime was familiar with.

She had, after all, been combing her tails daily for over three hundred years now. Within a few winters she would have a seventh tail and her daily ritual would be even longer.

Sometimes, she wished somebody else combed her tails for her. But that would mean allowing somebody else to touch some of the most important and sensitive parts of her body. A mystic fox’s tails were sacred to them. Pure. While Narime had certainly enjoyed herself as a woman before, she never allowed others to despoil her tails.

But she still dreamed about a life where this daily ritual involved another person. She could lay back and moan while his fingers ran through her fur, and he ensured that she looked her best. The idea that someone else cared enough about her to take care of her tickled her heart.

Then she reminded herself it was a dream.

These days, it was a dream with a particular person in them. She disliked that fact because she knew that man wasn’t going to be hers. He belonged to a foreign nation, and their interests didn’t align.

Even so, she dreamed. Right now, she imagined that the hand guiding the comb belonged to him and let her mind drift away.

Voices shouted outside her room. She paused, then decided to ignore them. This happened from time to time in the villa.

After the cascade, Narime had decided to remain with Duke Terrius. She had spoken with her Bastion, Arriet, and they had come to an agreement that her place was on the frontier against the Empire. Some sharp words were said between them about her role regarding the negotiations, but he hadn’t ordered her to return.

She took that as a win. Although she was less certain of her past decisions right now, given the Federation’s weakening position. War approached rapidly, and the Regency Council was fragmenting every time she spoke to Terrius.

For the time being, she remained with the regent. Both to protect him and because he was the only regent she was on good terms with. Arriet was permanently deployed to the Houkeem Desert, and therefore belonged to the Regency Council as a whole. But if push came to shove, Narime suspected he would side with Torneus.

It bothered Narime that this was what everything had come down to. Torneus against every other regent. What an absurd situation.

The shouting grew closer. This was not normal.

She continued to comb her tails. Just in case, she readied a supercharged fourth rank spell. A pair of squares glowed menacingly around her hands.

The door to her room slammed open. The shouting of the beastkin maids erupted in full volume. Narime glanced up, eyes narrowed.

“I’ve found you,” Theus growled.

The brute of a Bastion took a step into the room. Then froze when Narime raised a glowing hand.

“I don’t take kindly to threats,” Narime said. “And I don’t believe you have any right to be here.”

Behind Theus came his favorite duogem Champion, Lucia. She held her battle axe over one shoulder and flicked her black pigtails with her spare hand, which made the pink highlights in her hair more obvious.

“We’re here on behalf of the Regency Council. You’re wanted for treason against the Federation. You’re a good mutt, aren’t you, Narime? Why not make be a good girl and roll over for us?” Lucia said with a smile. Her amethysts glowed as she prepared to use her enhancements.

Narime rolled her eyes at the provocation and dog jokes. Did this idiot really believe she had the advantage because she was in melee range?

If this was the quality of the Federation’s Champions, then Nathan was going to walk all over them. Narime had been shocked at the depth of his tactical understanding of gems, magic, and Champions.

No Bastion in the Federation was even thinking about spatial or mental magic. Narime was practically invincible here, but she wondered what tricks Nathan had up his sleeve if she ever fought him.

“Well, are you going to surrender?” Lucia asked, impatience leaking into her voice. She refused to take a step closer.

“Have I released my spell?” Narime asked, her hands still glowing. “As I said, you don’t have any right to be here.”

Theus found his voice, and said, “As Lucia said, the Regency Council has—”

“If that is the case, then why don’t we go talk to Duke Terrius right now,” Narime interrupted.

Theus’s face paled. His eyes narrowed. “You would waste the time of a regent that you don’t serve?”

“Torneus really has broken you in, hasn’t he?” Narime wanted to smirk but pitied him too much.

Lucia quivered with rage and raised her axe. Before she did anything rash, Theus grabbed her.

Narime strode past both of them and out of the villa. The maids scattered, watching from behind cracks in the doors.

“Terrius will have your head if you waste his time,” Theus shouted after Narime as he ran after her.

She ignored him.

The villa sat on an adjacent block to Terrius’s manor and was part of his estate. Narime wondered how Theus had gotten in. Probably by force. Guards patrolled the exterior of both the manor’s gate and the estate, but they were only human. Lucia had already been threatening Narime. Would she even care about a mere guard?

The guards outside the gate stared at Narime as she approached. They recognized her, but not Lucia and Theus. Even so, the guards let them in. Somebody ducked inside the manor as Narime walked along the stone pathway.

Moments later, a familiar duogem Champion stepped out to greet them. She had blonde horse ears, a long silky tail, and wore the uniform of Terrius’s private military. Her hand rested on the hilt of a curved sword at her waist. Its blade was bare and had a stronger curve than typical scimitars.

Narime needed a few moments to recognize the woman. This was the horse beastkin Champion that had commanded the nearby castle during the invasion. Terrius must have moved her to his manor. Tensions had been increasing, and his safety was of increasing concern. While Narime had offered to stay nearby, he had refused.

She was, after all, a Champion loyal to a Bastion that didn’t serve him.

But if this horsegirl was Terrius’s choice of a bodyguard, Narime wasn’t certain that Terrius was safe. Narime remembered the look of hatred that the beastkin had given Terrius earlier, and the fear when she had realized that Narime was present.

“Narime,” the horsegirl said, her eyes washing over Theus and Lucia. “What are you here for?”

“We need to confirm something with Duke Terrius. It shouldn’t take long,” Narime said, feeling that it was best to keep the details from this woman.

“His Grace is busy. I’ll let him know you are here with guests and he’ll be with you once he is finished,” the horsegirl said. “You can wait inside.”

She stepped into the manor. Narime followed, Theus grumbling behind her.

Shortly, they heard muffled voices in the distance. Narime couldn’t make out the words, and a quick scan with her magical senses confirmed that the room was warded. But she recognized one of the voices.

Torneus.

Terrius was speaking with the Regency Council.

“No, I think we can settle this now,” Narime said.

She pushed ahead. Surprisingly, Terrius’s Champion didn’t object. Theus did, but he was too slow to stop Narime. The nearby maids yelped in surprise as Narime yanked open the door to the room that Terrius was in.

Once the door was open, the angry voice of Duke Ilmarn erupted from the room. Terrius sat in front of a table, bottles of wine in front of him. An active wireless sat in the corner, projecting the voice of Ilmarn. Terrius’s expression was thunderous.

He looked up at Narime in fury. His eyes quickly shot over to Theus, whose face went white as a sheet.

“Torneus, would you mind explaining why your idiot Bastion is in my manor?” Terrius boomed.

The wireless fell silent. There was no response from Torneus, who was presumably part of this encrypted conversation.

Narime glanced back at Theus. He stared at the wall, face impassive. Lucia had vanished.

“Torneus?” Terrius asked again. “Fine. Then you answer, Bastion Theus. Why do you dare enter my territory?”

Theus remained silent.

Narime took pity on him, and answered on his behalf, “He says he’s here to arrest me on behalf of the Regency Council.”

Terrius’s eyes nearly burst from his head. He knocked aside the wine glass on the table, and it exploded into a thousand shards when it hit the wall. Red wine dripped down the wall and onto the carpet.

“I’ll be dead before I let this idiot act with my authority,” Terrius said. “I’m certain most regents feel the same way. Nobody is arresting anybody. Torneus, what is the meaning of this?”

Theus took a step toward Terrius.

In response, the horsegirl Champion drew her weapon. She stepped between Theus and her regent.

“Not another step, heretic,” the horsegirl muttered.

Theus backed away, hands up.

Finally, Torneus spoke up, “You cannot deny that Narime’s actions have put the Federation in danger, Terrius.”

“Do not put this on others, Torneus,” Terrius said.

A moment later, Ilmarn joined in, “If anybody put us in danger, it was your fucking stupid plan to attack the Empire to begin with.”

Terrius turned back to Narime and gestured for her to leave. His face was consumed by fury. Narime knew not to push her luck any further.

By the time she closed the door, Theus had already fled.

The maids tittered and muttered to one another, giving Narime surreptitious glances.

“Do you still want to wait?” the horsegirl Champion asked. She wasn’t smiling, but her face practically glowed.

“Lead the way.”

The room that the horsegirl led Narime to was a small receiving room. Once inside, the other Champion shifted uneasily for several moments.

Feeling uncertain, Narime tried to make some small talk. “I would have thought it unwise to call Theus a heretic. That’s the Empire’s position.”

The horsegirl shrugged. “He is one, isn’t he? The goddess is judging us for what he and High Lord Torneus did. And for what they continue to do. The cascade was a warning.”

Is that how the people of the Federation saw this?

“The Empire is almost here anyway,” the horsegirl continued. “Liberation is coming. It’s only a matter of time before we are free.” She giggled. “I can’t believe that might actually be true. Freedom.”

Then the horsegirl gripped Narime in a tight hug, before fleeing the room.

Liberation? Freedom?

Narime was left with only the company of the maids when they brought her refreshments.

And her thoughts. Narime always had her thoughts. Right now, they considered whether the beastkin welcomed the Empire’s arrival. Would the collapse of the Federation be a good thing for them? Or was it only wishful thinking on their behalf, particularly because Nathan was leading the attack?

Eventually, Terrius finished his meeting and joined Narime. His mood had improved, but he was still sour. He walked with a slight stagger and chose to drink tea instead of alcohol.

“He’s gone, I assume?” Terrius asked.

“Your Champion scared him away,” Narime said. “About her—”

“You don’t need to warn me about her. The beastkin situation is something we are well aware of,” Terrius interrupted. “It’s completely ruined all our contingency plans.”

“It has?”

“When the Nationalists in the Empire started rising in power years ago, we began formulating plans to protect the Federation,” Terrius explained. “The defensive pacts with the Spires and Arcadia were the latest iteration of those plans. Now that the Spires are in turmoil and Arcadia refuses to help us while heresy hangs over Torneus’s head, we need to use older plans.”

“Which involve beastkin,” Narime said.

“They have to. Most of our Champions are tied up in the east, defending the border with the Houkeem Desert,” Terrius said. “If the Empire invaded, the plan was to recruit more beastkin Champions. We’d also mass recruit beastkin soldiers and use their increased natural strength to our advantage.”

“They’re slaves. Why would they fight?”

“Because the Empire would be led by somebody like Bastion Tharban, who hates beastkin and would give them no hope of a better future.” Terrius chuckled. “But somehow, it’s his son who is leading the assault, and the beastkin love him. His most famous Champion is a cat beastkin. Seraph’s been sowing tales about her all winter.”

Hence the talk of liberation. Nathan was a savior for the beastkin.

Narime wondered if he knew what Seraph had been up to.

“Then why is your bodyguard a duogem Champion who hates you?” Narime asked.

“She drew her sword to protect me. That’s good enough.” Terrius sighed and drained his teacup, before pouring more. “I don’t blame her. Unlike the other Champions, she gets along with the maids. She’s earned both of her gems. Whatever happens, she deserves to be a Champion. I won’t say that I’ve done a good thing by keeping the maids, but I’ll send them off if the time comes.”

Narime couldn’t believe what she heard. This was the same Duke Terrius who had taken her in after she lost her home? Whose family had forged relations with her tribe despite the horrendous attitude that the Kurai Peninsula showed toward foreigners?

“You’ve given up?” she asked.

“Hardly. But like I said, we make contingency plans. One of those is planning for the Empire’s victory. I’ve never been wedded to the idea of beastkin slavery.” Terrius shrugged. “If change comes, then it comes. And it’s not as though the Empire seems to be trying to conquer the entire Federation. That’s what makes stopping them so hard.”

“Nathan wants Torneus. He always has,” Narime said.

“The two of them seem rather obsessed with each other,” Terrius pointed out.

Narime considered that point. “Maybe. They’re both ambitious men. But the difference is in what they’re trying to do, and in what they can do. Torneus is an old politician. Everything he accomplishes is through scheming and politics. But Nathan is a leader. Your Champion was genuinely excited by the idea that he was invading. Do you think anybody has ever felt that way about Torneus?”

“Maybe a few people, a long time ago,” Terrius said cryptically as he stared at the wall. “But not at the scale of an entire race, across an entire nation. I get your point. Nathan’s inspiring. Even if he is a puppet master, the results are different.”

“I don’t believe he’s a puppet master,” Narime said.

Terrius remained silent for a while.

Eventually, he said. “Without the beastkin, we’re still trying to make plans. But the Empire will act first. Theus is flailing around like an idiot. He’s wide open. A smart man would seize his binding stones up north first, then use that opening to cut through the Federation and take Tartus. If Nathan moves fast enough…”

“He can take out Torneus before the Regency Council can act.” Narime gave a wry smile. “Or that’s the excuse, anyway. I don’t believe that the regents are really so slow that they can’t defend the heartland of the Federation.”

Terrius snorted. “Of course not. But Torneus has spent so long using us as tools. For once, he’ll stand on his own. His survival will be dependent on his own abilities.”

Assuming, of course, that Narime stayed put.

She knew where Nathan was likely to strike first. It would be trivial for her to be there when he attacked.

Maybe she should put him to the test. If he wasn’t capable of defeating her, was he really worthy of toppling the Federation?

Or was Narime making excuses to go see Nathan again?

In the end, she decided it didn’t matter. She was old enough to decide for herself what she wanted to do. Maybe, for once, she would do something for her own sake, instead of for others.


Chapter 29




Nathan found himself with arms full of lap cat. She rubbed against his chest and purred, her bushy black tail rubbing against his chin as it swished back and forth.

“You have taken your medication, haven’t you?” Nathan asked.

Fei glared up at him, ears flat against her head. Her green eyes met his for a moment before she pressed her head into the crook of his neck.

“I’m allowed to cuddle you,” she said. “You’ve been so busy lately.”

“There is a war on.”

“You made more time for me before,” Fei whined. “Most of my time with you over winter has been in bed. How long has it been since I had you all to myself?”

A sudden sense of deja vu assaulted Nathan. His arms closed around Fei instinctively, and he held her against him. She squeaked, then let out a purr.

When he didn’t release her after a while, her purring stopped. Her eyes peeked up at him.

“Nathan?” she asked.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I’m just doing something I regret not doing before.”

It had been over a year, but the memories were still fresh. That feeling of reaching out and finding nobody with his senses. His home in ruins. Seeing the unmoving bodies of some of his oldest friends and loved ones.

Death was a constant companion of Bastions and Champions. Nathan brushed with it when he fought the Twins. Now, he planned to invade the Federation.

Maybe spending some quality time with Fei wasn’t a bad idea.

Fei murmured something that Nathan missed. He had a feeling it was important. After the coming battle, he’d make more time for her. Things had gotten bad if Fei was actively complaining that he wasn’t paying enough attention to her.

The two of them sat on a balcony that overlooked the Forselle Valley. This fortress belonged to Leopold and protected the northeastern border of the Anfang Empire. Countless plants and overgrown ivy crept over stonework around them.

The Forselle Valley was a gap in the Gharrick Mountains and contained one of the largest rivers in Doumahr. To the north were the Aurelian Spires, which were built into the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains. West of the Spires was Trafaumh, as well as countless border forts that belonged to the Empire. To the east of the Spires was the Republic of Arcadia.

But the most important border at Forselle Valley was the one with the Federation. Nathan overlooked it at this very moment, from his position on the balcony.

A small tributary river ran from the southern half of the Gharrick Mountains to the Forselle River. This river formed the border between the Federation and the Empire. When the Federation attempted to invade the Empire over summer, their army had been detected by detection spells laid beneath the river.

Now the situation was reversed. Nathan gathered his forces here and at Fort Taubrum in preparation for a decapitation strike against the heart of the Federation.

A creaking noise indicated visitors. Nathan glanced over his shoulder to see Anna and Seraph walking through the rusting iron gate that led to the balcony.

“We’re not interrupting, are we?” Anna asked, a flush rising on her face. She had heard about Fei’s rutting.

“We’re cuddling,” Fei said. “I’m allowed to do that.”

Anna shot Nathan a questioning look. He shrugged in response.

“Somebody has spent too little time with his pets,” Seraph said while striding over to the balcony railing. “You’ll build a reputation like Theus if all you do is bed your Champions, Nathan.”

“Last I checked, I’m not bedding you,” Nathan said.

“Wait, you’re not?” Anna asked.

“Surprised?” Seraph asked.

“Very.” Anna didn’t elaborate on why she seemed to think Nathan was sleeping with Seraph. Instead, she took a seat next to Nathan. “I spoke with Milgar again. He’s satisfied with your plan. More than satisfied, so long as you can pull it off. The war with Trafaumh has already turned messy again and he can’t spare any Bastions or Champions.”

The past two weeks had been a blur for Nathan. Following the surprise offer from the dark elves and his conversation with Ifrit, Nathan had been forced to make a sudden decision about whether to go on the offensive against the Federation.

Some long discussions with Alice and Anna had resulted. Alice had even extended the time it took her to return to Aleich, so she had more time to talk to Nathan before she was surrounded by courtiers and guards in the palace. Supposedly, Charlotte had been upset.

“That’s fortunate,” Nathan said. “Even if it wouldn’t have mattered.”

“I’m glad you feel that you can dismiss one of the most powerful people in the Empire,” Anna said. “Please teach me your secrets of ascension so that I can also ignore him.”

“That’s not what I mean. The dark elf offer is the best choice we have,” Nathan said, feeling that he was trapped in some sort of time loop. How many times had he said this over the past two weeks?

Not enough, apparently. Anna looked at him skeptically.

“If the Regency Council ousts Torneus, then the Federation destabilizes,” Nathan explained for the umpteenth time. “Even if they don’t, their decision-making ability will suffer. They’ll be vulnerable to demonic invasion, rebellion, civil war, or foreign invasion. If the dark elves want Torneus’s head, then they may even take it themselves. And the faeries may even use the Federation’s territory as a way to appease the elves.”

“You keep mentioning that. What is wrong with Arcadia?” Seraph asked. “I’ve only caught bits and pieces.”

Nathan sighed. “It’s complicated, and I don’t care to explain in detail again. Short version: only elves and faeries have voting rights in their democracy. But a lot of bureaucratic positions are controlled based on magical power, and faeries are inherently stronger than elves. Ergo, faeries control the nation, even though elves have the vast majority of the votes. And that’s not even mentioning the huge beastkin population in the far north that nobody sees.”

“Why do you even know this?” Anna asked.

Because it had been important to the preventing the destruction of the world at one point, and a lot of beastkin had fled from Arcadia in the aftermath of its civil war.

But Nathan couldn’t exactly explain what happened in his timeline, so he shrugged and said, “It helps to know how other nations are run sometimes.”

The other women gave him a skeptical look. Even Fei.

After Leopold had revealed that he had suspected Nathan of hiding things all along, the possibility of others knowing the truth had risen. Nathan wondered whether these three knew, or at least suspected, the truth or something close to it.

“In any case, if the Federation collapses, it means that a large number of active demonic portals become unprotected. Not to mention the Houkeem Desert.” Nathan fixed Anna with a glare. “That is the crux of the dark elves’ offer, and Sureev explicitly brought it up. We hand over Torneus to the Council of Aurelia. They provide the military and diplomatic support to ensure the Empire can occupy the entire Federation. No instability. Then the Empire takes over the demonic portals and the defense of the Houkeem Desert.”

“And you’re happy to go from supporting peace at all costs to the complete capture of a foreign nation?” Anna asked.

“No, I’m not. But life is about taking the least worst option. And right now, I have the chance to prevent the Federation from becoming a foothold for a demonic invasion of Doumahr. Given how close we’ve come in the last year to that, I’d be a pretty shitty Bastion to refuse the offer,” Nathan said.

Anna grimaced and looked away.

Something soft tickled Nathan’s chin, and he instinctively stroked Fei’s ears. She giggled, nuzzling against his neck.

“Well, at least she’s able to enjoy the conversation,” Seraph said wryly. “For what it’s worth, I agree.”

“You do?” Anna asked.

“I do.”

“Aren’t you the one who compares Nathan to Torneus half the time?” Anna pressed.

How nice to know that Seraph did that when he wasn’t around.

“I do. He’s certainly proving my point lately. Spreading stories about Fei among the beastkin populace in the Federation. Talking up the freedom of beastkin in the Empire. Siding with the dark elves with a plan to conquer the Federation. There’s ambition, and then there’s rising to the top while crushing everything before you.” Seraph smirked and her eyes turned to Nathan.

The look in those eyes was the opposite of what Nathan expected.

There should have been judgment, fear, hatred, or at least some sense of wariness. Nathan had begun to take steps that he felt were beyond the pale. He knew that his younger self would despise what he had become.

But this was what it took to stop problems before they occurred.

Instead, Seraph’s eyes glimmered with a mixture of respect and pride. What she was prideful of, Nathan didn’t know.

“I guess I’m just small-minded,” Anna muttered. She looked away, hiding her expression from Nathan.

Seraph shrugged, then strode over to where everybody was sitting.

“Before I leave you two to sort out your issues, I want to confirm our strategy,” Seraph said.

“There’s nothing to sort out,” Anna said, scowling at Seraph.

“I think there is. Aren’t you his countess?” Seraph smiled at the noblewoman.

Anna turned away again.

“Let’s get this over with,” Nathan said. “Forgive me if I don’t help with any visual aids. I’m a little preoccupied.”

“It’s fine. Just don’t start doing anything other than petting her hair or fur,” Seraph teased.

“I already said we’re only cuddling.” Fei pouted.

After gesturing for Seraph to move on, Nathan waited for her to brief him.

“There are two binding stones between us and Tartus—both controlled by Theus—plus the binding stone near Tartus itself,” Seraph explained. “I don’t know who controls that one.”

“Why not? Shouldn’t that be public knowledge?”

“It was, but the Bastion in command died over fall. Taken out by demons in the Houkeem Desert. Torneus hasn’t publicly announced his replacement, but you’ve said that the stone is still active, so…” Seraph shrugged.

“He has an ace up his sleeve, or so he thinks.” Nathan frowned. “I can’t help but think he’s given it to Theus.”

“After his failures?” Seraph scoffed.

“Theus may be incompetent, but he’s under Torneus’s thumb. Now that Torneus is backed into a corner, who else can he rely on?” Nathan asked.

The other Bastions Nathan had fought against were currently in the Houkeem Desert, according to Seraph. While it was possible that an entirely new Bastion would emerge to surprise Nathan, he couldn’t help but think that Torneus would rely on the one Bastion he could reliably manipulate. Even if Theus was so stupid that he had gotten himself killed early in Nathan’s timeline.

“Whatever the case, we only need to take two of the binding stones,” Nathan said. “The one in Forselle Valley, and the one near Tartus.”

Tartus lay in the center of the Federation, but that left it vulnerable to Nathan. Normally, it was shielded by Bastion fortresses in the north and south. But the fortresses to the south belonged to regents who didn’t support Torneus. Duke Terrius controlled the binding stone immediately south of Tartus, and King George the one south of Gharrick Pass.

If both of those regents didn’t protect Torneus, then Nathan could take Tartus with minimal resistance. All he had to do was deal with the binding stones under Torneus’s direct control. And one of those was far enough north of the city that it could be bypassed entirely.

“I still think that’s too risky. We could end up fighting two Bastions at Tartus, and reinforcements from the rest of the Federation,” Seraph countered. “Just because we can bypass a fortress, doesn’t mean we should.”

“Time spent taking another binding stone is time that may cost us everything. The other regents are more likely to intervene the longer we take to capture Torneus. While George has told us that he is willing to stand down if we only attack Tartus, he’s not exactly a man of his word,” Nathan said drily.

“You don’t think he has a spine somewhere under all that flab of his?” Anna said.

“I don’t think his behavior has anything to do with his weight, but if he thinks that we’re going to lose against Torneus, he’ll change his mind in an instant.” Nathan’s lips thinned. “While I’ve pulled Leopold’s Champions forward to defend the border, I’d rather not rely on them. Open war with the Federation would be brutal.”

That was the crux of Nathan’s plan. This decapitation strike would end the war before it really began, and Leopold’s Champions wouldn’t be involved.

Leopold had given Nathan the authority to command the entire Imperial Army on the eastern border. Nathan had confirmed this fact with Alice, who had acted as his relay with the Emperor and Archduke von Milgar. While it was risky to alert them to the fact that Leopold had passed on the power to him, Nathan knew that using it without the permission of the Emperor was stupid in the first place.

But what would be stupider was using it at all if he didn’t have to. As such, Leopold’s Champions and most of the Imperial Army held defensive positions along the border. The offensive would be undertaken by Anna’s soldiers and Nathan’s Champions alone.

Oh, and an exceptionally large sum of money had been mysteriously transferred to Anna by unknown sources. If one looked very closely, they might be able to trace it back to the archduke. That money ensured that Anna’s county remained solvent despite the expenses involved in paying for such a huge military campaign.

“Have you confirmed Theus’s location?” Nathan asked.

“He recently traveled north to Tartus from Duke Terrius’s territory,” Seraph said. “I lost track of him in the city.”

“What are the chances that he’s cowering in the city, too scared to fight us?”

“High enough that several of Leopold’s Champions are trying to bait us into taking that bet,” Seraph said.

“That’s rather mean of them,” Fei said.

“Given half of your knights are betting their year’s wages that Nathan will crush Torneus without needing any help, I don’t think you can complain about gambling,” Seraph said.

Fei winced and hid her face in Nathan’s chest.

The gambling rings had become more about pride than making money at this point. Fei should have shut them down before they became this bad. If Nathan needed to call for reinforcements, he wanted to do so without worrying about his soldiers losing their shirts.

He made a note to speak to Mae, who was the Champion that Leopold had left in command of Forselle Valley.

“Anything else?” Nathan asked Seraph.

“Sunstorm’s reported that the soldiers on the border are increasing, but none of them have made any moves to invade yet,” Seraph said.

He grunted. “We have to assume the best if we want to pull this off. That’s why Leopold’s Champions are there. Have Vera, Sen, and Sunstorm prepare to march from Fort Taubrum to Tartus as scheduled.”

With that, Seraph left the balcony. She dragged Fei out by the ear. The yowls of the catgirl echoed up the stairwell for a solid minute before the heavy door at the bottom of the stairwell slammed shut.

“So, shall we talk about our issues?” Nathan asked aloud.

“Is that something you usually do?” Anna responded.

“It worked with Alice, surprisingly.”

“Ah. Of course.” Anna’s tone became acidic.

A long pause.

“I thought you liked Alice?” Nathan asked.

“I never said I didn’t.”

Anna’s back remained turned. This conversation was going nowhere. Had she always been so pouty and childish?

No, Nathan realized. But he had been paying a lot more attention to Alice while she had been visiting. He spent enough time around women—and had been in enough relationships—to recognize jealousy when he saw it.

“Is this a conversation we can have now, or should it wait until after the battle?” Nathan asked. He kept his tone calm.

There wasn’t anything to keep his hands busy, so he stood up and walked over to the railing. Leaning over it, he stared out at the lush field below him. Blades of newly grown spring grass blew in the wind. A wave formed across the valley as a gust whistled past.

The Forselle Valley was highly arable, but much of it was uninhabited. Too much tension over borders. Towns and villages were few and far between.

“Once you capture the Federation, what do you plan to do?” Anna asked.

Nathan almost didn’t hear her. He wondered if that was intentional, as if she wanted her question to remain unheard and this problem to remain unresolved.

“Consolidate,” Nathan said without hesitation. The topic had been on his mind for a while.

“Consolidate? Consolidate what?”

“Everything, really. Champions, allies, resources, defenses, soldiers, political power.” He didn’t want to do the last part, but Nathan was beginning to realize that it was necessary.

“So, you don’t have a new destination in mind? You plan to stay here even after everything.” Anna sounded almost relieved.

“No, I do have one in mind. But it’s not like I can go there instantly. It’s like how you had to wait until you had a Bastion before you began your reconstruction plan for Gharrick County,” Nathan said. “If I get ahead of myself, I’ll fall over at the next hurdle. Except I’m not running a race, so the consequences are a touch harsher. I’ve come too close to that over winter.”

“Really? Things seemed to go rather well for you,” Anna said.

“I was on a razor’s edge half the time. If the negotiations hadn’t split the regents, we’d be in a much worse position. The cascade and the early arrival of the Messenger was nearly a disaster, as we were barely strong enough to hold off the Twins. And now…” He grimaced.

The preparations for this offensive were rough, to say the least. He’d had weeks to prepare for a war that he should have been preparing for all winter.

The Federation had been preparing for war. If the regents hadn’t gotten cold feet and turned on Torneus, Nathan’s plan would be the definition of insanity. He had too few Champions, a hostile political faction opposing him in the Empire, and far fewer troops than necessary.

But the stars had aligned, so to speak.

Despite Ifrit’s advice, Nathan couldn’t help but think this felt too good to be true. He hadn’t spoken to Kadria recently. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. The idea that he might be playing into a predetermined event bothered him.

In the end, Nathan resolved himself to trust Ifrit’s wisdom. Doing anything else left him spinning in circles. Once Torneus was out of the picture, Nathan could stabilize himself. Then he could gain enough power to avoid another mess like this one.

“Now we’re in a war that I wanted to avoid,” Nathan said, finishing his earlier thought. “I’m leaning on you to provide the soldiers, but we haven’t had the time to recruit many. Even the beastkin are wary, despite the pay.”

“True, but that’s why I’m here, aren’t I? If you need me, I guess I’ll have you to myself for a while then,” Anna said, smiling. It didn’t reach her eyes.

“I do have several Champions.”

“Maybe, but I’m your only countess. So long as you’re the Bastion of Gharrick Pass, that will remain true, won’t it?”

Anna stood up and turned toward the exit. At this angle, he couldn’t see her face.

As Anna left the balcony, Nathan stared at the creaking iron gate she left open.

Eventually, he followed her downstairs. He had a war to win. It was important to tackle life one problem at a time.

He’d confront Anna about this later. Whatever she might be worrying about, Nathan still needed somebody to help him handle the day-to-day administration. He wasn’t about to let somebody like Anna slip from his fingers due to a little jealousy and confusion.


Chapter 30




“They say that a Bastion’s fortress tells you a lot about them,” Seraph said.

“Really?” Fei asked, tilting her head. “What does Nathan’s say about him?”

Nathan glared at Seraph. She winked back at him.

They were encamped on the Federation side of Forselle Valley, staring up at the fortress that belonged to Theus. It was known as Castle Forselburg, although the original castle had been destroyed in a demonic invasion nearly two hundred years ago.

The sun set in the distance, shading them in its crimson rays. Thousands of soldiers dug defensive ditches, cooked meals, erected tents, and patrolled the perimeter of the encampment. Battlemages formed ritual circles to block communications in and out of the enemy fortress.

The journey here had been uneventful. Theus hadn’t even harassed them with his Champions. The border forts had been abandoned, although there were signs of recent occupation.

Nathan’s scouts had followed the tracks of retreating Federation soldiers for the past several days.

The tracks didn’t stop at Forselburg, where the binding stone was. Some of the scouts had continued to pursue the Federation farther, but many had stopped. The fact that most of the enemy soldiers were retreating from the frontier was enough for Nathan.

He did wonder who was defending Castle Forselburg. Surely, Theus and Torneus weren’t surrendering a frontier fortress and binding stone?

“Nathan’s the sort with a dozen contingency plans, countless traps, and who overthinks everything,” Seraph said. “Gharrick Pass is very Nathan in that respect. Multi-layered walls, deceptively simple traps, postern gates for secret attacks mid-battle, lots of siege weapons. The place is a maze as well, in both the keep and the fortress. I’m half-expecting Nathan to reveal he has a secret tunnel from the basement to outside the walls at some point.”

“That would be a structural weakness,” Nathan countered, feeling offended at the suggestion he would do something so stupid. “A sorcerer could find it using magic and invade the keep. Any tunnel would weaken the protective barriers around the keep.”

“But they’d be cool,” Fei said.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Nathan said.

Anna laughed. “You don’t sound convinced.”

“‘Cool’ doesn’t win battles.”

“No wonder you’re so functionally minded,” Seraph said. “Most of your methods are quite old, but they’re well-founded. Most Bastions prefer flashier things. You use far fewer barriers than most, for instance. As you can see from Forselburg.”

Seraph nodded her head at the fortress in front of them.

Although the original Castle Forselburg lay in ruins, the modern one was a very intimidating looking piece of work. A ten-story keep loomed across the skyline. It had a tower at every corner and gleamed in the sunlight. The entire structure appeared to be formed from pure white marble, which somehow maintained a pristine appearance.

Three concentric layers of walls surrounded the keep, and each layer grew taller the closer it was to the keep. Like the keep, they appeared to be formed from marble, but lacked the same pristine gleam. None of the walls had any towers on them, but they were extraordinarily thick.

Mangonels, ballistae, and other siege engines lined the tops of the walls. Hundreds of soldiers bustled along the walkways, many carrying torches. The battlements were lined with white lights, but they must not be bright enough if the soldiers needed their own light sources.

Solid walls of transparent light hovered in front of each wall. Nathan estimated that there was a gap of twenty meters between the barrier and the wall itself. Unlike the barriers used in the Empire and Nathan’s own castle, these barriers were flat rather than domes. It was unclear how high in the sky they rose.

And, for that matter, how deep they went.

“Barriers are less reliable than they appear to be,” Nathan said. “A lot of people discovered that when the cascade happened.”

Anna winced. “That’s a mess I still need to deal with when I return. A lot of people panicked when they learned that Trantia’s barrier didn’t work during the cascade. If it could be disrupted, would it protect the town as well as we thought it would?”

“No,” Nathan said flatly.

She winced again.

Fei tilted her head, her eyes narrowed. “When we first saw Trantia’s barrier, you didn’t like it. Said that they hadn’t been tested yet.”

“I also said they weren’t economical to build many of. But yes, the technology behind them isn’t complete,” Nathan said. “The barriers used by Bastions are different, but the magical concepts are similar. And they aren’t as strong as they appear.”

“I suppose you’re already thinking of a way in,” Seraph said.

“Aren’t you in command?” Nathan said. “And you haven’t told me what Theus’s fortress says about him.”

“Hah. I want to hear this,” Anna said with a grin.

Seraph rolled her eyes. “He built a gigantic fortress out of marble and invested magic to ensure that the keep is always shining. It’s basically a gigantic dick for him to wave at everyone who walks past. But, like everything with Theus, it only looks good. There’s no technique behind the excessively pretty and intimidating idiot.”

“I guess it’s a good thing you know how to use yours,” Fei said, patting Nathan’s shoulder. “Especially now that it’s bigger.”

Anna and Seraph stared at Nathan. He coughed.

“Ignore that,” Nathan said.

“Did you have to say that?” Anna asked Fei.

“Say what?” the catgirl said, innocently tilting her head and opening her eyes as wide as possible.

“Don’t play coy with me. Why would you even bring up Nathan’s…” Anna trailed off, her eyes turning toward Nathan’s crotch.

“Nation-conqueror?” Seraph suggested.

“Please don’t give my penis stupid names,” Nathan said. “Especially when you haven’t seen it.”

“I’ve definitely seen it,” Seraph said. “Although I apparently haven’t seen the new and improved Champion-maker. You have sex in your office far too much for me not to have seen it.”

“He does?” Anna asked.

“I can’t believe you haven’t walked in on him teaching his Champions a lesson with his Catgirl-tamer,” Seraph said.

“We toned it down over winter,” Nathan said, ignoring Seraph’s attempts to annoy him.

“No, you toned it down in the last month,” Seraph corrected.

Anna glared at Nathan.

“Unfortunately,” Fei muttered. “And you still owe me a really long session after this. This medication sucks.”

Anna and Seraph stared at the catgirl, who stuck her tongue out at them.

“Can we change the topic now?” Nathan requested. “And Fei, stop being a tease. Or whatever you’re being.”

“Okaaay,” Fei said, her eyes gleaming and a cheeky smile stretching across her lips.

The other women glared at her.

“So, Theus’s fortress looks impressive, but it has a lot of weak points,” Anna said, resuming the earlier topic. “Is that why you still went ahead with the assault, even though Fei’s sapphire didn’t arrive in time?”

Nathan grimaced. That remained a sore point. He had requested additional gems for both Fei and Sunstorm before winter, but neither had arrived.

At the moment, he had two monogem Champions and a duogem Champion. He also had an honorary Champion in Sen. She was currently closer in power to a duogem Champion but was vulnerable to anti-sorcery monogem Champions such as Fei.

To add to his strength, he had Vera as an ally. She was a highly capable sorceress but struggled to match monogem Champions. And while Anna lent Nathan a large enough army to invade the Federation with, ordinary soldiers meant very little when battling other Bastions.

Soldiers were there to occupy forts, keep other soldiers busy, protect supply lines, and intimidate enemy armies into running away. The last part was especially important, because the average person failed to comprehend the enormous power gap between Bastions and ordinary people. If somebody was part of a thousand-strong army and they were fighting two women with fancy gems, they probably thought they were in for a good time.

In truth, they’d be lucky to go home with all their limbs.

Hence why a large army remained useful. It saved time and avoided unnecessary casualties. Nathan wasn’t invading the Federation because he felt they were an awful nation that needed to stop existing. He was invading it because he needed to remove its leader. Every person who died as a result was a weight on Nathan’s shoulders that he preferred not to think about. Every soldier had family—fathers, brothers, daughters, mothers, wives, husbands.

Then again, so did all the people in the Empire. If Nathan refused to act, people would die. He was a Bastion because he would act and bear the consequences.

A little over a year ago, he would have said that he needed to act because of his oath to the Watcher Omria. He was less sure of that now.

Regardless, soldiers were useful, and many of those within the Federation would eventually help Nathan against demons in the future.

But what Nathan really needed were more Champions, and stronger Champions. That’s why he had wanted to promote Fei to a duogem Champion before this campaign.

The fact that her sapphire didn’t arrive was troubling. It was another sign that all was not well within the Imperial Army. If even Leopold couldn’t secure a second sapphire for Nathan during winter, what did that mean for the Emperor’s political fortunes?

Nathan needed to focus on his own supply of gemstones for his Champions after this. Maybe his alliance with the dark elves had a secondary benefit.

“Although a second gem would have been preferable, this fortress is terribly designed,” Nathan explained, returning to the topic at hand. “There’s a good chance that the barriers aren’t strong enough to block Fei’s gem ability. Her flames consume magic, and Theus has spread his barriers across four separate structures.”

He then pointed at the ground. “Even worse, I don’t know if Theus is smart enough to think of tunneling. Do you know why the Empire uses domes for their barriers?”

“I do now,” Anna said drily, grimacing. “I’m guessing the barrier is a complete sphere.”

“Exactly.” Nathan nodded. “Straight barriers can only go down so far. Four barriers mean four times the power drain on the binding stone. Theus is already wasting power on his shining keep. He’s likely skimping elsewhere. If Fei can’t burn the barrier, Seraph can probably dig under them.”

“You’re joking, right? You’re going to use me as a glorified tunneler?” Seraph crossed her arms and huffed.

“Remind me again whose gem ability vaporizes non-living material? You can turn the walls into dust. Or dig an entire tunnel in the time it would take for a team of skilled miners to break ground.”

“It’s good to know how I factor into your plan,” Seraph said.

“If you didn’t want to be the lynchpin of good plans, then you should have gotten amethysts like all the Champions who aren’t useful outside of combat,” Nathan said.

Fei’s eyes widened at Nathan’s words, and she suddenly clutched her fingers over the sapphire within her collarbone. She stared at Nathan in terror when he looked at her.

Several moments passed before Nathan realized what she was panicking about.

“I’m not saying that amethysts are bad,” Nathan said. “But they’re a combat gem. You didn’t see Nurevia in action, but she’s an extremely dangerous Champion due to her amethysts. Her skill as a weapon master is greatly enhanced by her gems, even if they don’t give her any fancy gem abilities.”

“Vera mentioned that she was gunning down demons in droves with her repeater crossbows,” Anna said, nodding in agreement. “The bolts had so much power behind them that they blew off heads.”

“Sounds about right,” Nathan said.

“Eh? Amethysts can do that?” Fei asked. “But she’s firing a crossbow?”

“The magic of the gem applies to her weapons,” Nathan explained. “If all an amethyst did was make a Champion extremely strong, they’d be useless. Instead, they grant all manner of interesting passive enhancements.”

Nathan began to tick off his fingers. “Common boons are the ability to cut through any material; having raw strength great enough to leap up cliffs and crush steel like it’s made of paper; magically enhanced swings that can cut down an entire company of soldiers or even a city wall. In Nurevia’s case, all of her weapons have their impact enhanced. Her daggers punch through magically reinforced steel. Her crossbow bolts pop heads. And you don’t want to see what she does with a sledgehammer.”

A few of Nathan’s implanted memories involved Nurevia using a sledgehammer for executions. A single downward hammer blow to their head left little behind of her victim besides a visceral image for onlookers. That image—and what little was left of the body—ensured people knew the price of disobeying Bastion Tharban von Straub.

“I’ll take your word for it, given the look on your face,” Seraph said, grimacing. “But yes, Fei, amethysts are the most popular gem for Champions in the Empire and its former territories for good reason. They are extremely effective. Boring, but effective. Underestimate their users at your own peril.”

“Every Champion is dangerous if they know how to use their gems,” Nathan said. “But every gem has weaknesses, and the true quality of a Champion comes in knowing how to work around them. Although, that’s also why I’m here.”

“More to the point, what happens after we get through the barriers?” Anna asked, reminding them of why they were here to begin with.

“That depends on what’s waiting for us. Whether we tunnel beneath the walls or use a combination of Fei’s flames and Seraph’s energy waves, the next step is overwhelming the defenders,” Nathan said. “Theus will probably deploy his Champions to stop us from getting too far, once he realizes his defenses are as useful as butter.”

“Won’t it be too expensive to melt all the barriers? And while my gem ability is cheap, digging a tunnel will mean using it a lot,” Seraph said.

Nathan smirked. Then he pointed at the walls.

After a few moments, the women looked at him in confusion. They didn’t know what he meant.

“The walls have another problem,” Nathan said.

“Maybe, but they still have barriers,” Seraph said.

“If Theus is skimping on the barriers at all, I guarantee you that he’s using projectile barriers more than a few meters above ground,” Nathan said.

“I don’t know what that is,” Anna said.

“There are two types of barrier: projectile and physical. Projectile barriers only stop magic and fast-moving objects. They’re intended to stop volleys of arrows and catapults—hence the name,” Nathan said. “I use these at Gharrick Pass, and they’re in much wider use in fortresses as they’re far cheaper to sustain.”

Anna frowned. “I’m guessing a physical barrier is the type at Trantia. It stops everything from passing through it while it’s active. Nothing and no one gets in or out.”

“Yes.” Nathan grimaced. “They’re expensive to build and maintain. They’re also highly vulnerable to disruption due to their reliance on large volumes of ambient magic from the leylines. They’re also painful to use in fortresses because they restrict your ability to sortie. If you want to slip out to launch an offensive, you have to drop the barrier. But then your enemy knows you’re attacking and can also bombard your fortress.”

Shaking his head, Nathan recalled a few foolish attempts in the past to launch counterattacks against demons from castles protected by physical barriers. They rarely worked and were often very costly raids.

Seraph’s eyes widened. “You think he’s using a combination of physical and projectile barriers?”

“That’s what I said, yes,” Nathan drawled.

“I want to say that Theus is smarter than I thought, but I doubt he thought of that idea,” Seraph muttered. “It’s almost genius. Barriers are hard to see close to the ground. If you hit a physical barrier, you’ll assume it’s physical the entire way up. I’d never think to try to go through it.”

“But that’s what we’re going to do. Once we’re through the first barrier, we get on top of the wall and jump between them. They’re too close together for concentric layers of walls. It’s an easy jump for Champions. Once we’re in, we can go for the binding stone before Theus knows what’s happening,” Nathan said.

“The same damn plan,” Seraph muttered. “You’re a bastard, you know that.” She laughed. “Goddess, if this works… Why do you even think they’re different barrier types? Can you sense something?”

Then Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “Or do you know something else?”

He didn’t, actually. But the question from Seraph bothered him.

“Theus is using flat barriers. It’s a very odd choice in general. In my experience, that usually means somebody is up to something.” Nathan gave her a wry smile. “You said it for yourself: Bastions like flashier things. When a Bastion starts using something as outdated as flat barriers, it raises suspicion.”

Nathan had been taught the technique by Gareth in the past. It helped to conserve power from the binding stone while rapidly building defenses in a demonic portal. Demons approached walls in the portal head-on, and they couldn’t tunnel underground without risking certain death.

If he’d had another week to spare the excess power from the binding stone, Nathan would have used that method. It bothered him that Theus was using it here.

Somebody much smarter than Theus had designed this fortress. But they’d tried to cover that fact up with the gigantic gleaming keep. It had worked on Seraph. And almost worked on Nathan.

“So, is this castle badly built or well built?” Fei asked.

“Both,” Anna said. “Which is concerning.”

Seraph gave Nathan a curious look, although she remained smiling the entire time.

“You’ve heard my plan. It’s time we get some rest and prepare to attack tomorrow,” Nathan said. “We don’t have time to waste on a prolonged siege.”

After all, he had to capture Torneus as soon as possible.

But he remained disconcerted about how easily the Federation had surrendered its territory to him.


Chapter 31




Dawn came and Nathan began his assault. He mounted his attack from the eastern side of the fortress, ensuring that the sun was behind him.

Castle Forselburg sat on relatively flat land. So, although Nathan had marched from the west, he was able to encircle the entire castle and begin his attack from whatever direction he wanted. That was the advantage of being the aggressor.

The plan went off without a hitch, at least at first.

Soldiers pushed wooden mantlets forward. These were large wooden shields on wheels, and their purpose was to protect the infantry from arrows and boulders.

Behind them came the primary force of heavy infantry. They wore heavy armor and carried shields. Most of them were beastkin, and their tails hung low as they sheltered from the rain of projectiles from the wall.

In response, catapults and battlemages flung spells at the walls. These crashed uselessly on the barrier, however. Even concerted efforts to crack the barrier proved ineffective. The binding stone was far too powerful to be overwhelmed by conventional means.

Fortunately, Fei’s flames were unconventional enough to work. She rushed up to the barrier ahead of the advancing infantry. Seraph kept up with her, blasting energy waves overhead to keep Fei from being turned into a pincushion or flattened by a boulder. It didn’t take much imagination to picture Seraph cursing at Fei as the catgirl sprinted ahead without a care in the world.

A huge flare of azure flames burst forth from the base of the translucent barrier of light. Nathan shielded his eyes, blinking away stars. His eyes were enhanced with magic, and that meant the sudden surge of bright light had hurt. A lot.

When he recovered his vision, he saw the barrier burning. The flames clung to the field of light. They crept along it, eating away at the magic that formed it and growing larger with each passing second. Within a minute, the blue flames opened a hole taller than the wall. Five minutes later, the entire eastern side of the barrier was ablaze.

Blue embers drifted through the air. Individual flames licked the sky, stretching dozens of meters in length as the barrier pumped more and more magic into itself in a desperate attempt to plug the hole. The ring of azure destruction grew with each second. Beneath it, the cries of the terrified defenders grew in volume.

Nathan stared in amazement at the destruction that Fei wrought. An entire barrier had been torn apart in minutes, and he wasn’t sure if it was stopping. Had he ever seen a monogem ability capable of consuming magic at this rate?

He made a note to research Fei’s gem ability more when he returned to Gharrick Pass. If it was as dangerous as he suspected, he might need to make changes to the way he constructed his barriers. Surely, there must be a way to build barriers so that they didn’t fuel Fei’s ability? The barrier was literally destroying itself as it fed more energy into an ability that grew in strength by consuming magic.

The speed of the barrier’s destruction began to push the defenders over the edge. Panic was visible on the battlements. Federation soldiers pointed at one another, screaming and shouting. Officers waved swords and banners in the air as they attempted to maintain order.

Then a section of the wall collapsed. It began as a rumbling, then a great crack rung out across the clearing. A portion of wall roughly ten meters wide began to fall in on itself. The series of booms that rung out as stone after stone crashed into one another must have been deafening to those in the fortress. The walls were close together, and sound would echo relentlessly.

Dozens of soldiers fell to their deaths, and Nathan shut out their screams.

A brief silence fell in the aftermath of the wall’s collapse. A few more stones tumbled down from the ends of the wall that had been blown apart.

Seraph’s gem ability had worked without issue.

Somebody screamed on the walls. Then several more people did. Within seconds, a full-blown rout erupted. Hundreds of defenders fled the walls. Behind them, the soldiers within the inner layers stared in horror.

They had watched the collapse of one third of the fortress within a handful of minutes.

At this point, Nathan wasn’t even sure he needed to use his plan to jump over the walls. He had thought that Fei would need to pump a huge amount of flame into the barrier to take it out. Each time she did so, he had planned to top up her gem.

Given he was fairly distant from Fort Taubrum, topping up Fei was fairly expensive. The farther a Bastion was from a binding stone, the more difficult it was to draw on its power. Right now, Nathan needed to rely more on his Champions and save as much of his binding stone’s power for any duels with Theus or a dangerous duogem Champion.

“I take it you can still use your gem ability,” Nathan said when he caught up to Fei.

“Yup,” she chirped. “I still had to use a fair bit of fire, but way less than you thought. It’s finally stopped now, but wow. It took out so much of the barrier. It’s still only halfway back.”

Her flames had consumed over half of the barrier around the fortress. The damage wasn’t permanent.

Given that, Nathan figured to improvise and use her fire again. No enemy Champions were in sight. In fact, there weren’t any enemies in sight.

“Wait,” Nathan said. He frowned. “How did they escape if there’s a physical barrier in place?”

“They lowered it?” Fei suggested.

“I would have felt it. A barrier going up or down involves a lot of magical power.”

Seraph looked at him, about to say something. She smirked. “There’s a secret tunnel somewhere, I’m betting. I don’t remember it coming up, but I didn’t spend much time here.”

That meant Nathan needed to search for it. Probing for physical irregularities wasn’t his specialty, unfortunately. He had always relied on his binding stone to inform him about the space nearby.

Although the binding stone was becoming less reliable. Kadria could deceive it. Who else could?

The thought of Kadria gave him an idea.

Rather than using an earth element spell to comb the surrounding area, why not use a spatial one?

Nathan had only dabbled in ascended magic before, but it was becoming increasingly commonplace around him.

Spatial manipulation; mental magic; control over the physical forces of reality; direct channeling of magical energy. All of these were the domain of ascended magic.

Sunstorm’s gem abilities were a form of spatial manipulation, as she affected the ability of people to see the space she was in or teleported herself through shifting her position directly. The darkness she summoned wasn’t “darkness” but a side-effect of all light ceasing to exist upon contact with her gem ability.

Similarly, mystic foxes made extensive use of ascended magic. So far as Nathan knew, foxes couldn’t even use the natural elements. They tricked others into thinking that they could.

For Nathan, he had only known a few tricks. Most of his ascended magic relied heavily upon the binding stone. He could use spatial magic when building parts of his fortresses. Since arriving here, he had been greatly enhancing his ascended magic wards.

But when he attacked the Twins in a fit of rage, he had used unvarnished mental magic. The only time he normally used ascended magic directly was when he used counter magic.

Back when he fought Sunstorm last year, he had countered her gem ability by directly manipulating the “darkness” she summoned. That darkness was an area of spatial manipulation, so he had simply taken control of it by infusing his own counter spell with ascended magic from the binding stone.

When he had crushed the distorted area of space summoned by Sunstorm, the side-effect of condensing the space she had summoned had created an explosion.

He thought about that area of space she summoned. The way it had felt. If he could cast a spell using spatial magic, he might be able to locate the escape tunnel, even if it was protected by magical wards that hampered detection spells.

It took a few goes. At first, he tried third rank spells, but the spell frames burned out the moment they turned golden.

Then he upgraded to a fourth rank spell and felt something might work. With more time, he could probably get away with a supercharged fourth rank spell. But he didn’t know how to make it work properly.

A fifth rank spell was expensive, particularly as he was using power from the binding stone. But every failure with a fourth rank spell cost him power as well.

The first time he cast the spell, it worked. He envisioned the idea of a space that stretched beneath him and across the outer ring of the wall. It didn’t need to be too big, as the enemy soldiers had fled quickly. The escape tunnel needed to be nearby.

Within this space that he had created, he knew the feeling of every spec of dirt. That was too much information for him to handle, so he mentally pulled back on what he was receiving from his spell. Pretty quickly, he knew the makeup of everything below him within several hundred meters. The composition of the earth, the countless colonies of ants within it, how far down the barrier went.

And, of course, the location of the escape tunnel.

He nearly finished the spell, before realizing that maintaining the spell was less effort than casting it. Keeping it active practically debilitated him, however. The sheer amount of information being pumped into his mind bordered on overwhelming. He didn’t need to know how many ants there were nearby, but he knew it anyway.

His attempts to cut off the information flow failed, and he realized that he would need to refine this spell a lot more before it was useful in more situations.

“I’ve found the escape tunnel,” Nathan said. “The bad news is that I’m going to need you to do all the work until we’re near the keep. I don’t know if I can cast this again, but I can keep it active.”

Nobody answered. He looked around and saw Seraph gawking at him. And because Seraph was shocked, Fei put on the same expression.

“Is something wrong?” Nathan asked.

“That was ascended magic,” Seraph whispered.

Oh. So, she recognized that.

“Yes,” Nathan said.

“That explains a lot,” she said. She gulped, closed her eyes, then reopened it. “I’d suspected as much after what Sunstorm told me about your initial encounter with her. But seeing it with my own eyes is something else. I didn’t even know that humans could use it.”

“I am a Bastion.” Nathan shrugged.

Seraph gave him a cutting look but dropped the topic.

“Um, I don’t get it,” Fei said.

“I’ll explain it to you later,” Nathan said. He ruffled her hair. It felt weird when combined with all the other information being pumped into his head.

Capturing the next three layers of wall went terrifyingly smoothly. Nathan eventually dropped the spell once he found the tunnel beneath the third layer of walls and let out a sigh of relief.

He needed a lot more time to practice that spell before he used it again.

His soldiers rounded up the Federation defenders outside the keep. One last glowing barrier kept them out, but this one was a proper dome. Theus hadn’t skimped on protection for the keep, and there was no indication of an escape tunnel here. Nobody had fled inside of it.

“Fei,” Nathan said, gesturing for her to get to work.

Once more, a barrier blazed brilliantly in the morning light. Inside the keep, the Federation soldiers didn’t bother to fight back. They threw down their weapons and surrendered.

Nathan left his soldiers behind to handle the busywork. He had a binding stone to claim. He actively focused on his magical senses, just in case somebody planned to ambush him.

No Champions attacked him. There was no sign of Theus.

Had the Federation surrendered the frontier? Had somebody betrayed Torneus?

Or was Theus merely a coward who had run away from a proper fight?

Nathan entered the chamber that contained the binding stone and received his answer. Upon entering, he paused and signaled for Seraph and Fei to stop. They gave him an odd look.

Nobody was here. But he knew she was.

If he used spatial magic, he wondered if he was good enough to sense her.

As it was, he felt the tiniest blank spot in his magical senses. He had many years of familiarity of a certain woman using her spatial magic to sneak up on him or hide in his bed.

“Narime, show yourself,” Nathan said. He placed his hand on his sword hilt.

Seraph cursed, raising her tonfas. Fei looked confused but wreathed her sword in flame. Both looked around, wary of sudden attacks.

“That is the second time you’ve seen through my magic,” Narime’s voice said. “I believe the saying is that once is luck and twice is coincidence, but I’m inclined to say that you’re relying on something else here.”

Narime blinked into existence. One moment the room was empty. The next, she sat cross-legged in the middle of the room in a blue dress. She stared at Nathan with curious eyes, a half-smile on her lips.


Chapter 32




“I’ve never met a human who could see through a mystic fox’s illusions. Part of me wonders if I should have tested you in your fortress and pretended to be somebody else. Would you have realized it was me? What interesting things might I have learned or experienced?” Narime laughed.

“You’re not a very good actor, so I don’t know if that would have worked out,” Nathan said.

The fox glared at him, her tails weaving patterns in the air.

Behind her, the binding stone glowed. It appeared almost identical to the one at Gharrick Pass. Perfectly round, a meter in diameter, glowing white, and had two thick bands of black stretched across its luminescent surface.

Those bands meant that the binding stone was protected by the Federation’s protective wards. Nathan knew how to decode them, but he needed time to do so.

Time he wouldn’t have if Narime decided to turn him into ash.

Fei and Seraph began to circle the fox. Narime spared them a glance in response, before refocusing her attention on Nathan.

Several moments passed in awkward silence.

“Why are you here?” Nathan asked. “Why isn’t anybody else here?”

“Arriet and Torneus agreed to send me here so that Theus can focus his efforts elsewhere,” Narime said. Her tails pulled close around her body.

“I already said you’re a terrible actor. Why are you really here?”

Narime clicked her tongue and looked at Seraph. No reply was given to her look, so Narime turned back to Nathan.

“Fine,” Narime huffed. “Torneus doesn’t know I’m here. Arriet certainly didn’t want me here, but he relented once he discovered that Theus was still in Tartus. While I may disagree with Arriet’s opinion of Torneus, it at least allowed me to be here.”

If Nathan remembered correctly, Arriet was Narime’s current Bastion. Nathan had never met him, as he had died before Narime had sought out Nathan’s assistance in his timeline. When Torneus had began taking control of the Federation, Arriet had died defending the Houkeem Desert. Most of the Bastions in charge of the defenses had abandoned their posts so that they could stop Torneus, and the next large overland assault by the demons left the Federation on the brink.

“Arriet is supporting Torneus?” Nathan asked carefully.

“Torneus has more allies than you know,” Narime replied.

Nathan gave her a look, and she huffed at him again.

“Leaving aside your acting abilities, if Torneus had so many mysterious allies, then he would be protecting this binding stone with more than a single duogem Champion,” Nathan said.

“That’s right,” Seraph added. “You’re powerful, Narime. But you can’t stop all three of us. And not in close quarters like this.”

“Really?” Narime’s chest puffed out. “I’m a six-tailed mystic fox. My talents in sorcery far exceed anything you can imagine. And my opponents are a monogem beastkin with a year of experience, a duogem human whose gem abilities excel at endurance battles and defeating opponents weaker than her, and a Bastion without the support of his binding stones.”

Narime stood up and flicked her tails as one. “Unlike you, Seraph, I didn’t let him steal the binding stone. Shall I demonstrate the true skill and power of a mystic fox?”

If there was ever to be a poor match-up, it was this one.

Before Nathan could say anything, Narime raised a hand surrounded by a pair of glowing squares. Nathan felt the magic of the barrier snapping into place. This barrier glowed pale blue and partially obscured Narime from his vision. He drew his sword, cursing.

Azure flames crashed into the barrier and clung to them. Unlike the barriers outside, this one didn’t immediately collapse. The flames ate away at the barrier but made slow progress.

A moment later, the flames vanished in a wisp of smoke. Narime’s sapphires glowed and sweat formed on her brow. She let out a deep breath. A smirk formed on her face.

“Care to try something else?” Narime asked.

That was new.

That was very new.

Nathan hid his shock as best he could and kept his sword raised. With his spare hand, he cast a third rank spell to enhance his muscles.

Before he even finished casting, he felt the spell fizzle out. The triangle in his hand shattered with a piercing wail that caused Nathan to wince.

Narime continued to smirk at him from behind her barrier. Seraph slammed her energy waves into the barrier, but they bounced off with minimal effect.

He had seen that coming at least, but at least he had confirmed that one part of Narime’s gem ability was as he remembered.

“Nathan, what do I do?” Fei shouted, eyes wide.

“Keep the pressure up,” he said.

Fei’s and Seraph’s eyes met, then rushed Narime at the same time. The fox placed her hands together and a pair of pentagons appeared between them. Her silver tails weaved a pattern behind her, their white tips glowing blindingly bright.

Flames washed over the barrier and split apart where Seraph’s energy waves met them. Both women struck the barrier with all their might. The barrier began to crack and warp. Fei’s flames found purchase and began to eat away at the core of the barrier. Within moments, they would be inside.

Nathan pointed his sword at Narime and cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. His sword glowed a sickly green.

She glanced at him and furrowed her brow. Her gems flashed.

The flames vanished again, leaving the barrier intact.

A moment later, Nathan’s spell lit up the room. A brilliant pulse of light magic split the air as it slammed into the barrier. The entire barrier flattened into a disk that was barely larger than Narime. Wind whipped about the room, flipping the bottoms of Fei’s uniform and Seraph’s cheongsam.

The barrier cracked, then shattered. Narime shut her eyes as the wind magic sliced into her. Dozens of cuts formed along her skin and dress. Blood ran down her cheeks and arms.

A few moments later, Nathan’s spell ended. Narime was bloodied, but only with scratches. She was a duogem Champion. Her enhancement made her far sturdier than ordinary humans.

Which was fortunate, because Nathan wanted to recruit Narime after this, not bury her.

The unfortunate part was that it meant the fifth rank spell in Narime’s hands was complete. Her tails finished gathering energy. For humans, casting a spell of this power so fast was impossible. But Narime wasn’t human.

Narime tilted her head to one side and twisted her wrists. The pentagons between her hands flared.

The entire world crashed down on Nathan’s shoulders. His vision wavered as every part of his body was struck by an immense pressure.

Narime had struck them with ascended magic. Manipulation of raw physical force.

Fei screamed as she was slammed into the stone floor by an invisible force. Her scimitar skittered away, but the catgirl was more concerned about the pressure trying to combine her ribcage with her breastplate.

Seraph remained on one knee and pulsed a wave of energy around herself. For a moment, she broke free. Then she grunted and was sent crashing back down. Narime’s tails continued to glow.

Like Nathan’s spell from earlier, this was a continuous spell. He could only imagine how much magic she was burning to cast this. Her gems glowed at the same time. Presumably she was using her other gem ability, which allowed her to penetrate barriers and magical protections.

Nathan couldn’t imagine why she bothered. He lacked the ability to actively block ascended magic. Was Narime that paranoid about him?

Through sheer force of will, he remained standing. His head felt like it was going to explode, and he grew concerned that his bones might shatter. But he needed to stay upright.

If he went down, it would become impossible to hit Narime with a spell and break her concentration.

He couldn’t raise his sword, so he summoned a spell in one hand.

A moment later, the spell frame shattered with a wail.

Narime didn’t say something or even smirk. Her entire being was focused on this spell.

A piercing screech erupted behind Narime. A blazing figure charged toward her, unarmed and furious. Narime turned, eyes wide.

Fei screamed and threw a desperate punch at the fox. Eyes wide, Narime stumbled backward. The punch barely missed her, but an ember caught her dress, and she began to burn.

Cursing, Narime slapped at the fire. Fei reared, preparing for a tackle.

“What the fuck are you?” Narime screech, reeling in terror.

The pressure on Nathan vanished. Narime’s hands glowed, triangles appearing over several of her fingers in an instant.

As Fei lunged, Narime’s tails puffed up to an impossible volume.

“Fei, don’t!” Nathan shouted. He recognized that defensive technique.

But Fei had already jumped. Narime spun, a high-pitched scream erupting from her mouth.

Six voluminous fox tails slammed into Fei. Each of them had been modified with a spell to be rock-solid, and Fei was knocked across the room. She slammed into a wall and slumped to the ground. Her flames went out.

Azure flames caught onto Narime’s tails and began to spread rapidly. Fox tails were gigantic balls of condensed magic. Perfect for Fei’s magic-consuming flames.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Narime said. She waved her tails around, eyes wide. After a few moments of panic, her gems flashed, and the fire disappeared.

Silence reigned.

Fei broke the silence with a groan and rolled over in the fetal position in the corner. Blood ran down her face. She didn’t look badly hurt. Nathan checked and confirmed that she had consumed every ounce of energy in her gem, however.

She was effectively out of the fight.

And it was a painful fight.

In his timeline, Narime’s two gem abilities had been relatively simple. Her first ability allowed her to empower her spells with the ability to penetrate magical barriers and wards. She could teleport through anti-teleportation wards and considered barriers a problem for lesser sorceresses. Only other ascended magic users posed a danger to her—namely Messengers. Hence why she had found Nathan’s spatial wards a nuisance.

Her other gem ability gave her the ability to counter any spell using the natural elements. It didn’t matter what it was or even if she understood it. If somebody was casting a spell within several hundred meters of her, she could dispel it or stop it from being cast at all.

Narime still had that ability. That was how she stopped Nathan from casting his spells.

But she also could somehow stop gem abilities. Fei’s gem ability wasn’t sorcery and didn’t involve a spell. It also involved ascended magic of some form. Despite that, Narime was canceling it out. It took her some level of concentration, but she could do it.

What else could Narime do now?

Better yet, why was her gem ability different?

“Seraph, did you know that Narime could cancel out gem abilities?” Nathan asked aloud.

“If I did, I would have told you,” Seraph replied. Her face was set in a scowl. As always, she looked none the worse for wear, thanks to her regeneration ability.

“Oh, you mean you don’t know everything about me?” Narime asked. She smirked.

“I’ve never heard of somebody with the ability to cancel gem abilities,” Nathan said. “Even a trigem Champion would kill for an ability of that power.”

“I can assure you that it is an ability of suitable power,” Narime said primly.

Nathan narrowed his eyes. That meant it needed to have a weakness. That was always the catch with lower gem abilities.

Fei’s was obscenely strong, but it burned through her power reserves ridiculously fast. It also struggled to consume very powerful magic and had a reduced effect on anything non-magical. Sunstorm still put Fei in the dirt nine times out of ten because Fei’s flames were less effective against a physically focused Champion who avoided getting hit too much.

But Nathan struggled to see the weakness here. Canceling a gem ability was outrageously powerful. Even when it only worked against sorcery, Narime had been viciously anti-sorcerer. Now she was anti-Champion.

Narime didn’t give him time to ponder her new ability any further. She surrounded herself in another barrier. This time, Fei wasn’t available to break through it.

Then she began to cast the same force spell from earlier.

Like hell he was dealing with another load of this nonsense. Nathan raised an arm in front of himself and desperately thought of a way out.

Instinctively, he dove into his binding stone. Time dilated, and he spent countless minutes pondering his problem.

Eventually, he formed a plan. There was one type of magic he hadn’t tried yet.

If the natural elements didn’t work and neither did gem abilities, that left only one option for him.

Nathan’s arm glowed gold as a pair of squares spun around it. Power from the binding stone flooded his body. A fifth rank spell would have been smarter here, but he didn’t have the time to cast it.

At the very least, he had some experience with this type of magic. He had cast countless wards using this branch of ascended magic.

Narime’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She maintained her focus but stared in amazement at Nathan’s spell.

Narime’s spell was nearly finished when Nathan finished his. His concentration nearly wavered, as the image he had in mind was weak. He had several memories to draw on, but the freshest memories were somewhat distracting.

Mostly because Kadria was distracting, and she featured in a lot of his recent memories of ascended magic.

Right as Narime’s spell activated, Nathan cast his spell. He darted over to Fei’s side, and Seraph joined him.

The entire room stretched out, like some sort of optical illusion. One moment, Narime was meters away. The next, she was dozens. If Nathan looked at the walls, they appeared to be the same length as before. The room hadn’t grown physically larger.

But the floor had been extended.

Nathan had spatially distorted the space between himself and Narime. That meant he was outside the range of her spell. Kadria had performed a similar trick within her mental world, once. He had harnessed his image of that magic and cast it.

The drain was immense, however. He was burning binding stone power at an obscene rate. Using a fourth rank spell frame was a terrible mistake.

Or maybe using sorcery was the mistake. Was ascended magic even suitable for sorcery? Nathan had no idea what he was even doing right now. Messengers didn’t use spell frames for ascended magic, after all.

Narime stared at them from afar. After several moments, her hands fell to her sides and her spell vanished. The blue barrier around her dissipated.

Which was fortunate, as Nathan really didn’t want to maintain his spatial distortion spell for much longer.

“How?” Narime breathed out when they snapped back in place near her.

“I got some practice in recently,” Nathan said.

He had, in fact. Part of him wanted to say that it was all the wards he had created.

But he knew the truth.

That moment of rage with the Twins had been the true epiphany for him. Something had shifted when he fought them off. His mind had clicked with ascended magic when he had used mental magic as a weapon for the first time. And before that, he had cast a personal ward powerful enough to fend them off.

He had changed since arriving in this timeline.

“Practice,” Narime repeated flatly. “I’ve spent centuries working on my spatial manipulation and I can’t distort a room like that.”

“I’d suggest you become a Bastion, but I suspect you know the truth behind that,” Nathan said.

She nodded.

“I have a question,” Seraph said. “Why didn’t you counter that?”

Narime didn’t answer.

When Nathan smirked, the fox’s eyes widened.

“You knew?” Narime asked. “You knew I couldn’t counter that?”

“No, but I suspected it,” Nathan said. Or he suspected something. “That’s how fighting Champions works. You need to work out how their gems work, then defeat them. That’s the true power of somebody like Seraph. They don’t need to defeat you. They just need to survive long enough to let somebody else defeat you. This fight could have gone on for much longer because both of us could stay in the fight for much longer.”

“So, you don’t know how my gem works,” Narime said slowly. She grinned. “That means I can still win.”

“Of course. But now I at least know you struggle with some ascended magic. You’ve also never countered Seraph’s gem abilities, even though dispelling her regeneration would let you defeat her instantly,” Nathan said.

The fox glared at him. Her fingers twitched and her tails hung low behind her.

All it would take now is another push, and this fight was over.

“And why are you fighting us, anyway? I thought you opposed Torneus?” Nathan asked.

“And I thought you wanted peace,” Narime said. Her tone lacked heat.

“You were at the negotiations. You know Torneus won’t settle.”

“Is that it? Really? Does everything end after you remove Torneus from power?” Narime asked.

A pause. Then Nathan sighed. “No. Because that’s not how the world works. Without Torneus, the Federation won’t be able to hold itself together. The regents are already squabbling with each other. My aim as a Bastion is to prevent the demons from invading and destroying everything. Torneus is threatening that for now, but after he’s gone, the Federation will threaten it.”

“And then what? The Empire itself?” Narime pushed.

“No. But if I know somebody or something is a danger, I can’t exactly sit back and let it happen,” Nathan said. “If you could go back and stop the invasion of Kurai, would you? Would you topple the arrogant old power structures that let it happen?”

Seraph stared at Nathan, her mouth slowly opening. Below him, he felt Fei move as well, but Nathan’s focus was entirely on the fox in front of him.

When he had first met Narime in this timeline—when she had broken into his castle—he had told himself that he would be a failure if he couldn’t convince her to join him. That remained true.

“That’s going well beyond the role of a Champion,” Narime muttered.

“Yes, because Champions invade the fortresses of Bastions from enemy nations in order to convince them to negotiate. Has Arriet known anything about what you’ve been up to recently?” Nathan asked.

Narime remained silent, refusing to meet his eyes.

“You understand what I’m doing, don’t you? This isn’t about loyalty to our nation, or our people. It’s about what we want to do. My personal oath as a Bastion isn’t about protecting the Empire, it’s about protecting the world from invasion,” Nathan said. “And you’ve been doing that as a Champion. Can you accept going back to being just another Champion after this, Narime?”

A sharp intake of breath came from Nathan’s side, and he glanced over to see Seraph looking at him. When he turned back to Narime, he saw her staring at him with wide eyes.

“Are you… inviting me to join you, Nathan?” Narime asked. Her voice was faint and tinged with notes of hope.

“That’s, uh, kind of what I’ve been building up to, yes. You skipped a few paragraphs of the spiel,” Nathan said, scratching the back of his head.

“Oh.” Narime flushed. “Um, you can keep going if you want? You were doing rather well.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Seraph said drily. “For one thing, I imagine you just killed all the passion by admitting you’re interested.”

“I didn’t admit anything,” Narime said.

“We all heard your little squeaky ‘Are you inviting me, oh great amazing Nathan?’ so don’t play dumb,” Seraph said.

Narime narrowed her eyes. “I will hit you.”

“That won’t make my words any less true,” Seraph said.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Okay, let’s move on. Narime, are you interested in joining me?”

“I bet you said something much nicer to Seraph to get her to join,” Narime muttered, pouting.

“He did. It was a big spiel about how I could atone for my sins, and how the Watcher Omria would judge me if I turned on him. He even threatened to kill me if I betrayed him. Very impactful,” Seraph said.

Narime stared at the other duogem Champion. Then she turned back to Nathan. “Yes, I’m interested in becoming your Champion. Preferably without the death threats.”

“But that was the best part,” Seraph said.

Fei sat up, grumbling. After a few moments, she spotted Narime and squawked. Her finger wavered as she pointed at the fox. “She’s here! Nathan!”

“It’s fine. She’s with us now.” Nathan paused. “Almost. I’ll claim the binding stone and then transfer her gems to me.”

“Oh,” Fei said. She pouted. “Does this mean I have to share your bed with her?”

Narime flushed but didn’t say anything. Her tails lay almost flat on the ground, and she kept her blue eyes fixed on Nathan.

“We’ll see,” Nathan said. He had a feeling the answer would be yes.

For now, the binding stone in this room called to him.
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Narime apologized to Fei as she applied what little healing magic she had. Foxes couldn’t use the natural elements, which included healing magic spells, so Narime improvised.

From what little Nathan understood, Narime’s healing magic involved directly manipulating the magic within the body. It accelerated regeneration and canceled out curses and magical effects. The downside was that it didn’t actively heal wounds or bruises. Given Champions already had enhanced regeneration, it was the equivalent of applying a bandaid to Fei.

“It’s only a few bruises. You will be fine,” Seraph said to Fei. She ruffled the hair of the younger Champion.

Fei hissed in response. “It feels like a lot more. Every muscle in my body aches.”

“That’s the force manipulation. I applied raw downward force across as much of your flesh and bone as possible,” Narime explained.

While the three women talked, Nathan approached the binding stone. It continued to glow, completely unaware of their presence.

Theus could use the binding stone as a weapon, but Nathan doubted that his counterpart knew how. Using a binding stone remotely was exceptionally difficult. It involved relying entirely on the sensory perception of the binding stone, and a Bastion needed to be very careful when modifying anything in a fortress. When Nathan had been new, he had been taught to never alter a fortress’s structure unless he was present.

There were horror stories of people being crushed when a Bastion decided to redecorate while on a trip somewhere else. The Bastion failed to check whether a wing of a castle was empty and every person inside was killed. Even if a Bastion did check, it was easy to make a mistake when using magic remotely.

Nathan had years of experience and he was still careful. While he had never killed anybody through such mistakes, he had come too close for comfort a few times.

Theus lacked that experience. If he tried to protect his binding stone, who knew what he might do to the fortress?

As such, Nathan remained alert. Once he tapped into the binding stone, he could lock Theus out, but death hung above him every second before then.

“Then why don’t my eyes hurt? Or my ears?” Fei asked. “Wouldn’t that be a good idea? Use magic to target the ears or other vulnerable parts?”

“Smaller targets mean smaller chance to hit,” Seraph explained. “That applies magically and physically. That force spell applies to your whole body, so your muscles hurt. But the smaller parts of your body got off pretty well. Which I guess means a very particular part of you hurts a lot.”

Fei stuck her tongue out, but she did rub the front of her breastplate. “Right. Now that you say it, it did feel like something was crushing my armor into my body.”

“If I could easily apply magic to your organs or individual body parts, victory would be simplicity. The bodies of ordinary people are strongly resistant to magical interference, and you’re a Champion. Only powerful ascended magic can modify somebody’s body without their permission,” Narime explained. “Otherwise, the most effective spells would be those that crush hearts and eyes, or that boil somebody’s blood.”

“That would be cool.” Fei grinned.

“Terrifying, actually,” Seraph said, shuddering. “Sorcerers can do that. Narime said that we resist magic, not that we’re immune. A sorcerer with a large enough cairn or a binding stone to empower his spells can punch through our natural resistances and turn you inside out. I’ve seen it.”

Fei’s grin dropped. “Less cool.”

“Or ascended magic,” Narime said. “As I witnessed, what I can do is only the tip of the iceberg.”

The three of them turned to stare at Nathan, who ran his fingers over the binding stone. He paused and looked back at them.

“What?” he asked.

“If I hadn’t given up, what would you have done next?” Narime asked.

“Do you want to know?” Nathan asked.

“You cast one ascended spell. I want to see more.”

“I doubt you wanted to see the one I had planned,” he muttered. He said aloud, “I wasn’t sure how you were countering spells, and ascended magic is expensive. I planned to end things with my next spell.”

“Stop teasing. Out with it,” Narime urged. The tips of her tails jiggled in the air excitedly.

“A mental attack,” Nathan admitted. “It would punch through your barrier and I was certain that you couldn’t counter it. At the same time, it wouldn’t permanently harm you.”

No response. He grimaced and looked at the three women in front of him.

Fei looked confused. No surprises there.

But both Seraph and Narime stared at him, eyes wide. They glanced at each other, before looking down.

“Wouldn’t that be a bit much?” Seraph asked.

“I took a few while fighting the Messenger and came out fine,” Nathan said.

Seraph raised an eyebrow. Then she nodded. “Right. That sort of mental attack. My apologies. I thought you meant something more… debilitating.”

“It was pretty debilitating. I nearly jumped off a wall,” Nathan said.

“I’m pretty sure I could throw you off a wall and you’d shake it off like a bad cold,” Seraph said.

“You fought a Messenger who used mental attacks? Isn’t that what you planned for?” Narime asked.

“Pretty much,” Seraph said. She placed her hands on her hips and gave Nathan a sidelong look. “Although she never got close to the fortress. Turned me into five people for a moment and fused Leopold with his breastplate, but otherwise went down easily. One half got filled with holes by Nurevia’s crossbow, the other got cut in half.”

“A well-planned defense then,” Narime said.

Seraph stared at Nathan. Her looks were becoming unsettling now. Especially because she hadn’t approached him or said anything.

“Question,” Nathan said. “Do you know why Theus doesn’t care about this binding stone?”

“Torneus gave him a new one,” Narime said. “And I doubt he’s been trained to work with binding stones other than the one he’s in front of.”

“Why give him more than one, then?” Nathan muttered. He shook his head. “Did Torneus run out of options?”

“He had options, but would he trust them? Raising a new Bastion means new Champions, and he can’t trust the beastkin right now,” Narime explained. “Terrius explained it to me earlier. The regents initially planned to use the beastkin as a defense force if the Federation attacked. But you’ve sabotaged that attempt.”

“Good,” Nathan said. “That saves a lot of beastkin from a miserable fate.”

“They could have been effective Champions,” Narime said. “The regents don’t trust them at all.”

“For now, sure. But planning for Bastions and Champions takes place over years and even decades.” Nathan looked at her. “You’ve been a Champion for centuries. Didn’t anything about that plan bother you?”

Narime blinked. Her tails curled around her body as she held a hand to her chin. Within a few moments, she shrugged.

“The beastkin would be fodder, but is that any different to normal? It’s not like the Federation cared,” Narime said.

“I’m talking about Champions.” He sighed and leaned against the binding stone. “It takes months to acclimate a Champion to enhancements. Lots of little steps to ensure that their minds don’t resist a Bastion. It’s not as dangerous as a gemming ceremony, but things go wrong. And, of course, would the Federation really send out Champions without gems?”

Nathan sneered, and continued, “The Federation’s plan wasn’t to pick up a bunch of beastkin they had tucked away for an emergency. They would grab fit beastkin from manors and villages, ram gems into them. Who knows how many would die as a result? Most that survived would become braindead puppets. Slaves to their Bastions.”

“That’s illegal,” Narime said. “It’s heresy.”

“It’s not, actually,” Nathan said. “The Empire, Falmir, and Trafaumh have laws against it because the Empire does, but those aren’t connected to the goddess. Not directly. Arcadia has them, but they only apply to elven and fae Champions. The Spires apply them to everybody and have made their displeasure known when Bastions have escaped consequences for destroying the minds of Champions.”

“They have?” Seraph asked.

“Why do you think somebody like Nurevia would be wandering around the Empire, ripe to be captured by somebody like my father?” Nathan said. “She’s an assassin, like Sunstorm. The difference is that she does so openly, so that other nations don’t ignore the Spires.”

Nathan’s grim view of the Federation didn’t come from a bitter view of Torneus, for once. It came from the knowledge of how his timeline turned out.

Almost every nation suspended the laws that prevented Bastions from enhancing or gemming untrained Champions. That resulted in a lot of awful behavior by awful Bastions who never went within a thousand miles of the front line. To some extent, it was necessary to ensure there were enough Champions and Bastions to fight the demons. But it destroyed the minds and futures of many people.

The Spires had fought bitterly against these changes. They despised the idea of Bastions controlling Champions to such a degree. The dark elves had gained their freedom through rebellion, but a Champion whose mind had been destroyed through a gemming ceremony could do no such thing.

Even after the Spires were overrun by demons, the dark elves continued to fight back. Nathan had often found himself on both sides. His hands were slick with the blood of criminal Bastions and mindless Champions, but also with the blood of assassins trying to kill Bastions necessary to defend cities.

That was a future Nathan wanted to avoid at all costs. The news that the Federation’s plan to employ such a strategy had failed was music to his ears.

The conversation moved on to more pleasant topics. Nathan took the opportunity to claim the binding stone. It took longer than it did in Fort Taubrum, as this one was actively claimed by Theus.

Not that Theus had placed any real protections on the binding stone. Nathan was amazed at the lack of wards and protections in place. For Nathan, the binding stone was the most vulnerable part of his fortress. If somebody reached it, they could do terrible things to him. In some of his old fortresses, he made it unreachable, as he didn’t even need to access it.

Once finished, he let out a sigh.

“Done?” Narime asked. “I’m amazed how easily you did that. If I hadn’t seen you do something a thousand times more impressive earlier, I’d pick my jaw up off the floor.”

“Thank you,” Nathan said sarcastically. “Now it’s your turn.”

“I’m being claimed, am I?” A smile danced on Narime’s lips.

She sashayed over to him, her tails bouncing from side to side with each movement.

Fei glared at Narime. As the catgirl opened her mouth, she was pulled away by Seraph.

“Come find us once you’re done,” Seraph said. She winked at Nathan.

Narime didn’t turn around.

Her arms slipped around his shoulders and she pressed her chest against his. Then she frowned.

“That didn’t work the way I expected,” she said, staring at Nathan’s armor. Her arms worked around his breastplate, searching for the clasps. “I know how to do this.”

Her ears tickled his chin as she leaned into him. He took the chance to slide his arms along her body, enjoying the way his fingers sank into her plump ass. Her tails shot upright when he gripped her butt, before wrapping themselves around him.

“Aggressive, aren’t we,” she whispered.

“Found those clasps, yet?” he asked.

“Hush,” she said. Her fingers pressed into his back as she searched.

“While we’re alone, I wanted to ask about how you countered gem abilities,” Nathan asked.

Narime groaned. “Really? Is this really the time?”

“We’ve got a minute or two before I turn you into a mewling mess.” Nathan chuckled when she shot him a glare. “So, how does it work? It seemed pretty inconsistent to me.”

“I can counter any form of magic that I understand the theory of,” Narime explained. “I know the natural elements inside and out, so those are easy to counter. But ascended magic is far harder. And gem abilities come down to whether they use the same principles as any spells I use.”

That was it? “So, if you recognize a gem ability, you can cancel it?” Nathan asked.

“More or less. Your cat’s gem ability has similarities to foxfire,” she said.

Nathan kept that in mind.

A few moments later, his breastplate clanged on the floor. Then Narime pressed her breasts against him, and he felt her flesh press against his with only a few thin layers of cloth separating them.

“Much better,” she purred. Her ears twitched and she grinned up at him. She pulled him down into a kiss.

As her tongue tousled with his and she purred down his throat, his hands wandered. Soon, he found what he wanted.

Narime screamed down his mouth, her eyes shooting open. She pulled away, only to let out a breathless moan, her eyes lidding shut.

“F-f-f-f-fuck,” she moaned.

Nathan’s hands ran through her voluminous fox tails. They shuddered at his touch, curling like living balls of fluff. The tips danced with each movement he made. The luxurious silver fur held an amazing softness that nothing in Doumahr rivaled.

With years of practice, he ran both of his hands through the most sensitive parts of the tails. From base to tip, his fingers traced a path of maximum pleasure for Narime. Over and over again, as he hand brushed her fluffy tails.

Narime shivered and shuddered against him. Her nipples pressed against him, and she sometimes bit his shoulder to stifle her voice. Squeaks and moans slipped out every few seconds, and she stared at him with longing in her watery blue eyes.

Eventually, he slowed the pace of his stroking. But he never stopped. He’d waited over a year to do this. There was no chance he was going to stop fluffing Narime’s tails this quickly.

The decreased intensity allowed Narime to gather herself. Her hands opened his pants, and his erection popped out. Without looking at it, she stroked it with practiced hands.

Moments later, she looked down at it with wide eyes. “Oh goddess. What is that?”

“I’m pretty sure you know what it is,” Nathan said.

She looked at him. “Did you use ascended magic to make your dick bigger?”

A long pause. “Maybe.”

Narime grinned from ear to ear. Then a moan escaped her lips, ruining her image. “It’s still silly,” she said between moans as he fluffed her tails extra hard. “Not so fast. Oh!” Her legs buckled and she collapsed on the ground.

Joining her down below, Nathan undressed her. Her black panties stuck to her crotch and thighs as he peeled them off, and the smell of arousal permeated the room after he removed them.

Narime slipped into his lap, pressing his rock hard prick against her belly.

Normally, Nathan would have taken the lead here. But the huge tails of a fox limited the number of viable positions. They tended to get in the way, or flap around during sex and hit him.

Doggy style was a position that technically worked, except for the fact that Narime’s tails repeatedly beat him in the face when she got excited. Anything that required Narime to be on her back was out, because laying on her tails was uncomfortable for more than a minute or two. She exclusively slept on her belly and side for this reason.

So, Nathan let Narime crouch over his crotch and position herself. She knew her body better than anyone—except her tails, over which Nathan claimed perfect knowledge. If she chose the position, then Nathan would happily go along with it.

Narime slipped him inside herself. Her lips pursed as she slid closer and closer to his root, his fingers firmly pressed into her ass. Juices poured down his length and dripped from his balls.

Eventually, she hilted him inside of herself. Her tits jiggled as she bucked lightly against his base. When she began to move, he bounced her up and down at the same rhythm. Her moans increased in intensity. Soon she clutched his back as he bounced her up and down on his lap as fast as he could. Her tails flailed around wildly.

He felt her climax and clamp down on him. She bit his shoulder again as juices sprayed across his crotch and dripped onto the ground. His movements didn’t slow, even as her pitch rose.

Moments later, he flooded her. She hissed and pressed herself against him. Her breasts crushed against his chest.

He raised her off him. White dripped out of her, mixing with her plentiful juices. She moaned.

His hands wandered to one of her tails as she lay beside him, leaking all over the floor. Her eyes flitted to him, then to his crotch. Then she closed her mouth over his length and slurped up the mess they’d made. Her fox ears lay flat against her head as she positioned herself over him again.

“Two rounds for a duogem Champion,” Narime gasped out. “Then you’re mine.”

“You’re mine,” Nathan said back. He pulled her onto him.

He’d missed this so much. Narime was his again. And without Kadria’s help.

Maybe it wasn’t love yet, but he and Narime had fallen in love in his timeline. It would happen again.

For the time being, he enjoyed the gasps and moans of the fox in his lap. He might have gone for more than two rounds.


Chapter 34




Nathan intended to spend as little time in Castle Forselburg as possible. His plan hinged on sweeping south-east and taking Tartus before the regents got cold feet.

But there was a binding stone here, and that meant Nathan needed to spend at least a few days ensuring it was secure. For all he knew, Theus was waiting with an army over the hills with a plan to attack the moment Nathan left.

Okay, he wasn’t. Nathan had scouts and knew that much.

But Theus could move quickly and there were Federation forces nearby. And Castle Forselburg was too close to the borders of both the Spires and Arcadia for Nathan to feel comfortable leaving it unprotected.

Unlike Fort Taubrum, the binding stone here had been active for decades. There were no massive reserves to draw upon. All modifications needed to be done using the normal flow of power. That meant any major changes to the defenses were out of the question. For now.

At the very least, Nathan focused on sweeping the fortress for any nasty surprises left behind, fixing the defensive holes he had exploited, and repairing the damage he had made.

While Nathan was investigating the upper floors of the keep, he found one such nasty surprise.

An awfully familiar black door.

Looking around, Nathan confirmed that nobody else was around.

The door sat at the end of a hallway. He had sent some knights up here to sweep the floor and they had reported nothing. Which was to be expected, given nobody could see this door anyway.

Briefly, Nathan confirmed that he couldn’t sense this door with the binding stone.

All he sensed was a stone wall. The door was identical to the one in his office back in Gharrick Pass.

With a grim face, Nathan opened the door and stepped through the white void that appeared. A moment later, everything turned black. He found himself inside Kadria’s mental world once again.

A lot had changed since the last time he had set foot here. He regretted not visiting her before marching north, as it meant he didn’t have a recent comparison. Had the changes occurred very recently? Or had they happened because of the situation with the Twins?

Speaking of the Twins, the door to their mental world was missing. In its place was a void.

The rest of the room appeared significantly larger than before. Before, it had been a somewhat cramped bedroom combined with a kitchenette, with a small bathroom to the side.

Now, there was practically enough space to dance in the kitchen. The bedroom was its own space, with the kitchen and dining space separated with a line along the ground. Nathan wondered if that line indicated a change in flooring. As he wore shoes, he had no idea what the flooring was now. It had been wooden floorboards before. Was it carpet now?

The furnishings were largely unchanged. A massive bed, bookshelves, dining tables and chairs, plenty of cushions, kitchen appliances, and countertops. The main new addition was a long table with a single chair. Kadria sat at this table and was tapping her fingers on a strange metal device with a glowing screen.

The device reminded him of the control panels from the future of his timeline. They had been an experimental technology that used magic and crystals to process information and display them using holograms. But this device seemed entirely solid, and several orders of magnitude smaller than anything Nathan had seen.

What worried Nathan the most about the changes to the room was the sheer amount of color.

Because everything had color now, except the walls and floor. When he had first entered, he had thought he entered the wrong room, or that Kadria had somehow entered reality. Then the endless void made it clear he was in the right place.

Kadria interrupted his thoughts by closing the metal device in front of her with a thunk. She turned to him and grinned.

“Gotta say, it’s nice to have this back,” she said. “I worried it might be years. Although it’s gonna be awhile before I can replicate the Internet.”

“What on Doumahr is an Internet?” Nathan asked.

“It’s fairly complicated to explain. How do I say this…” Kadria trailed off and stared at the void in the ceiling.

“It’s an invention from the world you came from, isn’t it? Like the Express that the Twins mentioned, and all the other strange things you bring up all the time,” Nathan said.

Kadria blinked at him.

Ignoring her, he strode over to the dining table, pulled out a seat, and flopped down. There was no food or drink, and Kadria didn’t summon any after a few seconds.

Irritated, Nathan reached for his binding stone. He vainly tried to replicate the magic he had seen and felt Kadria use dozens—if not hundreds—of times before.

“Huh. You’re actually getting it,” Kadria said.

Given all that was appearing were either horrific lumps that tasted vaguely like food but didn’t look like it, or flavorless lumps that looked and felt perfect, Nathan disagreed.

“You’ve made a crazy amount of progress lately. Then again, I picked you because you clearly had a knack for this stuff,” Kadria said. She stared at him for another minute, as he rapidly summoned and destroyed more and more food. “You probably don’t want to work out how to control life magic while you’re in this mood, however.”

“This mood?” Nathan growled. He paused. He hadn’t meant to say it like that.

“The mood that suggests you’ll happily push me into the bed and do amazing things to me, yes,” Kadria said, a grin stretched from ear to ear. “Anger can be a great motivator, but the secret to life magic is the last thing you should discover while furious.”

Nathan glared at the lumpy mess on his plate that was supposed to be soft bread rolls. With a wave of his hand, he banished it from existence.

“This place, this world,” he said, changing the subject. “It’s in my head, isn’t it? That’s why only I can see it, and why I can’t detect it with the binding stone.”

“Partial credit,” Kadria said.

She rose and joined him at the table. A bamboo steamer appeared between them, along with two sets of wooden chopsticks resting on marble chopstick rests. Kadria pulled off the top of the steamer, revealing a large batch of perfectly steamed dumplings.

Nathan was somewhat familiar with dumplings, as they were a popular food that been imported to the mainland from the Kurai Peninsula. Narime knew how to cook some excellent ones from scratch, the rare times somebody could convince her to approach a kitchen.

“If this was in your head, then you wouldn’t feel full after eating here,” Kadria said. She ate half of a dumpling, then tried to offer the other half to Nathan.

“I’ll eat my own,” he said, fumbling with the chopsticks.

“Heh,” she laughed, watching with amusement as Nathan tried to use the chopsticks. Eventually, she took pity on him and summoned a fork for him.

“Guess your fox never taught you that?” Kadria asked.

Ignoring her, Nathan picked up a dumpling with his hand. It was hot, but he was effectively fireproof. She stared at him as he popped it in his mouth.

“Most people eat them with their bare hands over here,” Nathan said. “Maybe it’s different in the Federation.”

Kadria scowled at him. “Barbaric.”

“How many times have you crawled under the table while I’m eating?”

“That’s different.”

Nathan rolled his eyes.

After a few more dumplings, Kadria got back to the topic at hand. “Like I said, this place is physical. But you’re right that it is in your head, in a way. The door is a physical manifestation of a mental phenomenon that only affects you. Hence, only you can see it or interact with it. It’s like your emotions: they exist, but nobody else can feel them.”

“You’re comparing a door to an emotion?” Nathan asked incredulously.

“Who’s the succubus here?” Kadria gave him an upturned look. Her foot ran over his crotch as if to prove her point. “You’ve barely begun to understand the basics of mental magic. I’m something whose entire existence revolves around it. By combining it with spatial magic, we create these physical manifestations of mental worlds. We can manipulate the things people see, or even see things that people hide. Once you’re good enough, you can start visualizing people’s emotions and thoughts.”

Kadria waved a dumpling in the air. “None of that information overload bullshit. Watching you cast that spatial spell was as painful as it was hilarious. I thought your head was going to explode. I can’t imagine wasting time on reality TV when I can watch you.”

Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “Visualizing emotions and thoughts… Is that how you knew I was going to detonate the binding stone when we first met?”

“Huh. You really are sharp. The way you overthink things is cute, but I really do prefer the part where you pick out the right answer so fast,” Kadria said with wide eyes. “But yeah, basically. Reading minds is a bitch. Attacking people mentally and taking over them is so unreliable because it’s so easy to resist. The Twins are fairly talented at it and they still couldn’t do anything to you.”

“It sounds like you read my mind,” Nathan said.

“No, what I saw was that your thoughts went wild and your emotions went crazy dark.” Kadria placed her hand flat in the air and dove it toward the ground while making a whistling sound, like something crashing to the ground. “I’ve seen that before, so I checked for traps. Found the nastiest one I’ve ever found. First time I’ve regretted not investing in mental control like the Twins, but you probably would have fought that off anyway.”

She shrugged. “It worked out.”

“You said it wouldn’t have hurt you,” Nathan said.

“I can protect myself from a binding stone going thermonuclear,” Kadria said. “But if I hadn’t seen it coming, I’d be—” she clicked her fingers in the air.

Nathan stared at her fingers for a few moments. He munched on a dumpling, then swallowed and leaned back.

“How do I know you’re not lying?” he asked.

“You’re asking that now?” Kadria replied. Her foot pressed into his crotch. “And not before all the other fun we’ve had?”

“No, I’m asking now because I’m certain you’ve been lying to me.”

Kadria froze. After several moments, she tilted her head. Her foot receded from his crotch and she crossed her arms. Her pupils enlarged, giving her the hellish look she used when she wanted to intimidate him.

“Go on,” she said, voice flat.

Was she angry? Nathan didn’t know or care right now.

“You told me before that I didn’t understand how time worked. Then you explained that although you can manipulate timelines, it is extremely difficult even for you,” Nathan said, locking eyes with her. Even if her increasingly serious gaze was beginning to terrify him.

He knew that Kadria could end him in a moment. Sweat formed on his back, but he didn’t let any of his concerns show. He refused to let her deceive him any further.

“I did,” Kadria said.

“You mentioned predetermined events. The idea that the world tries to revert to some sort of norm, because certain things should happen,” Nathan said. “But I’m less sure about that, and if you can pick and choose which timeline you want to be in, doesn’t that imply they don’t exist?”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay. I think you missed the boat on predetermined events there. I’d explain further, but your little conversation with Ifrit makes me think you’re barely coping as is.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Nathan snapped.

“I’m not. Ifrit was patronizing you,” Kadria snapped. “I’ve been the one telling you as much as I can, even though all these things that confuse you, because you’re a tiny little man from a tiny little world in an impossibly large cosmos that gives no shits about your personal problems or if everything on this planet drops dead in the next instant.”

She glared at him.

Nathan rocked back in his chair.

This was only the second time she’d gotten angry at him. And this time it felt a tad more personal.

“You fucking idiot, I haven’t been lying to you. The only thing I haven’t been telling you are the things that would melt your brain, because you can’t fucking let go,” Kadria said. “I’ve even been careful to never lie to you about this. You deceived yourself about it.”

The room was deathly silent. Nathan heard every beat of his own heart and the rush of blood through his veins.

“What?” Nathan asked.

“Go on, finish your accusation. I’ve been watching you this entire time. I know exactly what you’re about to say. But I want you to be the one to say it.” Kadria waved her hands at Nathan.

Almost a minute passed. Nathan glared at her. She glared back.

Finally, he said, “This isn’t the past. You never sent me back in time.”

“Yeah, it isn’t.”

Nathan blinked. “Then what is it? Is this some mental construct? Or is it some entirely different world?”

“Mental construct? What idiot has the time or energy to keep pathetic humans tied up in some massive illusion?” Kadria scoffed. “This is your world, but roughly fifteen years in the past, and with a few crucial differences. An alternate timeline, an alternate reality, an alternate world. Messengers call them worlds, because we hop between them like mortals wish they could move between planets.”

“Why, then? Why the differences? Was it a game to you? To see how long before I’d notice?” Nathan asked, trying to keep his anger in check.

“If I thought you would have accepted it, I would have told you up front. But you were the one who said it was going back in time. I even told you that you couldn’t save your world. Although I bet you don’t remember that part.”

Nathan was almost certain that she had told him. But his memory wasn’t perfect, and Kadria was pissed.

As in, so angry at him that he wasn’t sure he would leave this room alive.

He dropped that particular line of questioning, given he didn’t have any evidence to press against her.

“Fine, let’s say you never lied. But you never told me. And those differences nearly got me killed.” Nathan pointed at her angrily. “Seraph not existing is one thing. Sunstorm and Sen having a sexual relationship is odd. But Narime’s gem ability being entirely different? It becomes difficult to determine what’s different because I’m changing the future, and what’s different because we’re in a different world.”

“Welcome to reality, which is always more complicated than you like,” Kadria spat back. She huffed. “Maybe I should have admitted it to you when it was becoming clear. But you never visited me after the Twins. I did plan to tell you but you just… cut me out. That hurts, you know. We’re supposed to be partners.”

Partners?

Nathan almost threw that back in her face but calmed down in time.

Because they were partners and had been since she had sent him to this new timeline. Kadria had helped him multiple times. She had helped him deal with the Twins in her own way.

More to the point, her pupils had returned to normal. She glared at the empty bamboo steamer on the table. Nathan couldn’t catch her eye.

He ran a hand through his hair and sighed.

“Why are things different?” he asked, feeling deflated.

“Because it’s harder finding a suitable world than you think. There’s a lot of timelines out there—an infinite amount, even—but I needed one where you could slot into the Anfang Empire, Messengers were present, and it was before the Federation invaded the Empire. Things were going to be different. I didn’t exactly spend a lot of time narrowing my search down to ‘worlds that suited Nathan’s personal preferences.’”

“What if I had only wanted to change the past in Falmir…” Nathan began to ask, before looking away. Did he want to know?

“Same thing, because I needed a world where you could actually change things. Your family and personal situation in Falmir was pretty shit, from what I can infer. Terrible environment to change history,” Kadria said. “Now do you get it? This wasn’t a conspiracy against you. I wasn’t laughing at you. This shit is horrendously complicated. I’ve been doing it for forever and a half and know things that the Twins can only imagine, and some of this stuff still hurts my brain.”

“Will I ever find out about it?” Nathan asked.

“Hopefully not. I mean, do you want me to tell you how many alternate versions of me are out there?” Kadria asked with a grin.

“Uh…” Nathan grinned back, imagining something in particular.

“Oh, so you’re back in that mood.” Kadria’s foot ran up his leg and began to harden him up again. “I feel I’m owed a bit after this shit.”

She slipped under the table, and Nathan felt her slip his length out of his pants.

But before she did anything, her head poked up above the table. “And next time you want to talk about dumb predetermination stuff or overthink timeline stuff, try asking nicely next time. You’ve been fairly low maintenance so far, and really impressive in a lot of ways.” She pumped his length and grinned at it. “And even more so now that the Twins have given you an upgrade.”

He groaned. “I’ll try to remember.”

“Don’t try. Do. I’d rather not jump to an alternate timeline and replace you with an alternate version of yourself,” Kadria said. “Do you know how annoying that is to do? I’d have to fight myself over you. I basically never die, so there’s never spare timelines to borrow you from.”

He stared at her. What was she even talking about?

“Promise?” she asked, pressing him for an answer. “Also, that last part was a joke. I already told you that controlling timelines is hard.”

“I’ll come to you if I have any questions about this stuff,” he said, waving a hand around. “Although, uh…” he trailed off, feeling embarrassed.

“What?” she asked. “I mean, this is nice and all, but I really would like a nice reward after this. And it’s been ages since I’ve poured a nice milkshake right down my throat.”

“Can you undo what the Twins did? Or at least make it controllable?” he said, pointing at his obscenely huge length.

Kadria laughed. “Awww, are some of your girls unable to handle your girth? How adorable. Fine. I’ll ask the Twins to do something later. Because there’s no way I’m losing this permanently, and I don’t know how to make it controllable.” She eyed him up. “Maybe see if they can add a few inches for my personal preference.”

Nathan had joked that she was a size queen, and now he realized she really was.

Then again, Kadria never did anything with it that didn’t involve her mouth. Her opinion might drastically change in the future.

For the time being, Nathan laid back and enjoyed the warm and wet sensation along his length. He tried not to think about anything other than the cute woman in front of him.

Not the strange timeline shenanigans that had been explained to him. Not the concerning revelations about things being even more complicated than he had thought.

And he definitely didn’t think about the coming invasion of Tartus and capturing Torneus.

“Can you focus on me for five seconds,” Kadria mumbled around his shaft. “I can see your thoughts wandering, you idiot. Pull on my horns and distract yourself. Or something. Idiot.”


Chapter 35




Afew days later, Nathan left with most of his army for Tartus. He marched along a strict path toward the city.

If he strayed too far north, patrols from Theus’s other fortress could easily intercept him. Too far south and he’d bump into the largest river in the Federation, and therefore a large number of river forts. He wasn’t exactly threading the needle, but the faster he arrived at Tartus, the better.

To his south, Sen led his other army from Fort Taubrum. She and Sunstorm had bickered over who was in command. Eventually, Sen had gotten her way by dint of a duel. Nobody saw the duel, which made Nathan suspect that Sunstorm had given in to her close friend.

The fact that the two of them were sleeping together probably had something to do with it as well. Sunstorm had a deep soft spot for Sen.

Nathan arrived first. Small companies of Federation infantry waved banners from the hills surrounding Tartus while mounted scouts rode in the distance. Smoke rose into the sky from a massive encampment outside the city, and more tents were visible outside the nearby hilltop fortress.

While the Federation might have surrendered Castle Forselburg, it was not giving up Tartus without a fight.

His army set up camp a few miles away from the enemy and began erecting earthworks. It would be days before Sen and the others arrived. Defensive positions were vital. Patrols fanned out, ritual circles were constructed, and scouts sent out across the small valley they were in.

Tartus was built on top of one of the tributary rivers that joined the nearby Amica river. The center of the Federation was split by the Amica river, which was formed from a large number south-flowing tributaries from the north. Several tributary rivers from the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains formed a major source upstream.

The Amica Federation was named after the largest river in its territory because it split up so many of its nations before they formed the Federation. Nearly half the provinces had borders along the Amica river, and even more had borders along tributaries to it.

Nathan had mostly avoided it so far. Presumably, Sen’s army was held up because she needed to cross it. The river was far too large to ford, which meant she needed to find a bridge. That meant capturing a castle or a town built on top of the river.

Rivers were a nuisance during campaigns. Nathan considered himself extremely fortunate that the Federation hadn’t defended the Forselle River.

“There’s a lot of them,” Anna said. “Couldn’t they attack and send us running back to the Empire?”

“Numbers don’t mean much in a battle between Bastions,” Seraph said.

“That’s right. Theus needs to deal with us himself. If we’re forced to attack, he’ll have a greater advantage the closer we are to his binding stone,” Narime added.

They stood around a table in the command tent. Nathan had already made his plans, and therefore had little to contribute. Anna, Seraph, and Narime discussed the current situation while he read a book in the corner. A wisp buzzed about in a glass globe next to him.

“You’re certain that Theus controls the binding stone?” Anna asked.

“No. Torneus has other Bastions,” Narime admitted. “But Theus is his puppet. And even those who are loyal to him, like my former Bastion, might not be trustworthy right now.”

“But Theus is an idiot, by all accounts,” Anna said. “What makes him worth investing in?”

“He’s a powerful idiot,” Narime said. “He has three duogem Champions. That alone makes him one of the most influential Bastions in the Federation. The only other Bastion loyal to Torneus with as many Champions was Arriet, and he has one less now.”

Anna frowned, then looked over to Nathan. Ignoring her, he reached over and picked up a glass from the table. It held cheap brandy that the soldiers had brought with them. Nasty stuff, but it helped distract him.

“You say that, but doesn’t Nathan have two duogems now. And I know he plans to promote Fei, at the very least,” Anna said. “Plus, Sen’s fairly powerful.”

“There’ll be some possessed in the defenders,” Narime said. “Although I doubt any of them will be as powerful as Sen. She’s something else. Normally, people become possessed because they lack talent or power. The spirit grants them both, and they can overwhelm sorcerers with decades of experience. But monogem Champions are normally more than a match for them.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“The answer is that Nathan is exceptional. Although he also has a lot of binding stones now,” Seraph said. “Most Bastions rely on fewer binding stones for their Champions. Theus had two, and he maintained four duogems and a monogem at his peak.” She was referring to the time when she and Sunstorm served Theus.

“So, Nathan could have far more?” Anna’s eyes widened. “Why doesn’t he?”

“Trust, I imagine,” Narime said, nodding her head.

Anna looked between the two duogem Champions in front of her. “Um, it’s rather surreal to hear that being said when both of you defected from the Federation.”

Narime’s face turned red. “I’m doing the right thing. Nathan is the first Bastion I’ve met who is actively working for something greater.”

“He knows more than any other Bastion I’ve even heard of. The things he can do would be legendary if anybody knew about them.” Seraph shrugged. “In the end, I like being in service to somebody whose dreams for greatness are matched by their ability to achieve that greatness.”

“A little transparent, aren’t you,” Narime muttered, glaring at Seraph. “I’ll admit I betrayed the Federation, but I have always been a Guardian of Kurai first and foremost. You’re just in it for the power.”

“No, I’m in it for the ride,” Seraph said.

The two women stared each other down. Standing across the table from them, Anna ran a hand through her blonde hair in confusion.

This wasn’t an atmosphere that helped Nathan calm down.

He slipped his bookmark into place, snapped the book shut, and drained his brandy. The women jumped at the sound his book made, then watched as he walked out of the tent.

“You scared him away,” Narime said.

“Don’t sound so disappointed. You can go find him in his tent later,” Seraph said.

“And then I’ll have to fight his possessive catgirl over him. Do you know—”

Nathan would never find out what Seraph did or didn’t know, as he walked too far away from the command tent to hear its occupants.

Tartus was lit up. Warm light bathed its buildings, and magical lights glowed brilliantly around its mage towers. The city was small by the standards of western Doumahr, and it had only a handful of large buildings. But those were enough to make it stand out from the farmland and fields around it.

Nathan wandered for a few minutes. Soldiers saluted as he passed, and several beastkin knights followed him at a distance they probably thought was too far to be easily noticed. Their rapidly wagging tails gave them away in Nathan’s peripheral vision.

Eventually, he found a small clearing on a hill behind his own tent. Summoning a small ball of light, he lay down on the grass and began to read.

His mind wandered as he absorbed knowledge about experiments performed over the past centuries about creating food with magic. While no sorcerer had ever succeeded, most of them had recorded their experiments. The mage towers within major cities maintained extensive experimental records and notes. Some sorcerers collated this information and wrote books on it, saving people like Nathan the effort of going through the records himself. Sometimes the author was wrong, which was the danger of secondhand information. But the more knowledge Nathan gained, the closer he felt to reproducing Kadria’s magic.

He didn’t know how much time passed. Were the beastkin knights still watching him from afar, giggling to each other and talking about the things they wanted to do to him? Had Narime and Seraph stopped arguing?

Did it matter?

Footsteps approached. Nathan’s hand instinctively reached for his sword and the book flapped in the air. He looked in the direction of the sound.

It was only Fei.

He resumed reading.

“Don’t ignore me,” Fei whined.

She dropped down next to him and began to push her way into his arms. He raised the book to prevent it from being damaged as she wormed and writhed against him.

Then she froze, realizing she had gone the wrong way. Her face was between his legs and her ass was firmly in his face. He steadfastly tried to look over it at his book but found his task difficult.

There was a bushy black tail waving in front of his face. Every time it passed by, it blocked his view of his book, but not of the rear sticking out in front of him.

“Whoops,” Fei said.

She tried to turn around, which only made things more awkward. There wasn’t enough room between his arms. She pulled her legs in, but then got stuck and tried to push them out.

“You’re going to snap my arms off if you keep that up,” Nathan said. He let go of the book and spreadeagled himself on the grass.

“I figured the book would break first,” Fei said.

“It’s enchanted to be quite sturdy. Do you think a mage tower is going to lend out books to Bastions without thinking about the risk of damage? They want to dig this out of the rubble after the demons burn down half the Empire,” Nathan said.

“For a book?” Fei’s tone was incredulous.

“They’re sorcerers. Knowledge is more important than a few million measly lives,” Nathan said.

“Aren’t you a sorcerer?” Fei said.

“A pretty bad one. I make a better Bastion,” he said.

“If you’re a bad sorcerer, I don’t know if I want to meet a good one,” Fei said.

She curled up against him and nestled her head in the crook of his neck. Within moments, a purring sound rose from her.

Giving up on the idea of finishing his book, Nathan set it aside. He stroked Fei’s hair with his hands, running his fingers through her messy hair. It needed to be cut. Not only had it grown almost a foot since he had met her, but it had also become a tangled mess of split ends and knots.

“If you don’t take care of your hair, you need to keep it shorter,” Nathan said.

She let out a whine. “I take care of it at home.”

“You mean I take care of it. You beg me to wash your hair every time we shower together,” he said. Which was practically every day.

If Fei didn’t have Nathan for the night, she would usually find him in the morning for a shower. He didn’t mind taking care of her tail, but at some point, it had transformed to taking care of her in general. Most of the time it wasn’t even lewd. She genuinely wanted him to wash her and preened after a good brushing of her hair and tail.

“Tonight?” Fei asked, eyes hopeful.

“Narime complained about you being possessive,” Nathan warned. “You’re being very physical lately.” She pouted at him. “Maybe tomorrow.”

She perked back up and resumed purring.

After a few moments, she said, “It’s not my fault I’m like this. Your pills suck.”

They did?

“The rutting? You’re still feeling it?”

“It’s never stopped. Some days are better than others, but it’s always a constant impulse. I never get so bad I feel the need to push you down and ride you for a few days, but I always need you.” Fei got up on all fours and stared directly into Nathan’s eyes. “We’re going to have all the time in the world to get this over with once we’re done, right?”

“Rutting doesn’t work like that,” Nathan said. “You’re going to be like this for most of the next year. Then after that, you’ll feel like this for a few weeks every year.”

Fei’s expression dropped. “Whaaaaaat?” Then she perked back up. “Then can’t we just get it over with?” She giggled and reached a hand down his pants. “I’m more than ready for some kittens.”

“If it was that easy, I’d be more than willing,” Nathan said, running a hand over Fei’s belly. She gasped at his touch, eyes wide. “But it doesn’t work. I’m sure you remember the older women in your village vanishing with their husbands every so often?”

Fei blinked. “Oh. Is that what that was? Huh. Never thought of it that way.”

She slumped against him. He rubbed her head.

The two of them rested in silence for several minutes. Her purring didn’t resume, but that suited him fine. The sound of the surrounding camp kept him company. His hand ran through Fei’s hair and tail, and he let his mind wander.

For once, it didn’t wander to things he shouldn’t think about. He wondered about what Fei had asked him. He wondered about what would happen if he indulged Fei and gave her what she had asked for, even though it wouldn’t really help her.

Is that what he wanted? He had never considered children before. The world had always been too dangerous.

Or was that an excuse? Would the world ever not be dangerous? Nathan didn’t know.

“Nathan,” Fei said suddenly.

He grunted in response, not paying much attention.

“Why do you know so much more than everybody else?” she asked.

“I’ve mentioned before. In the Academy—” he tried to say.

“We both went to the Academy, and I don’t remember those sorts of books. And my meisters didn’t know half the things you do,” Fei said. Her tone wasn’t accusatory. She spoke calmly, as if talking about the things she had done while wandering around the camp.

“The old lady fox knows super sorcery, and you still amazed her. Alice and Anna have their own libraries and tutors, but they listen to you talk the same way I do. Seraph is a spymaster and amazing Champion that has taught me lots, but you know more than her. You even bossed around Leopold when the Messenger came.”

Nathan didn’t say anything. Instead, he stared at the stars in the sky and dwelled on his mistake.

Of course it was Fei who realized.

The Jafeila from his timeline was far worldlier than the Fei pressed against him. But both women were sharper than they appeared to be at first blush.

Fei asked questions about everything and soaked up knowledge like a sponge. She watched and listened to others. Her knack for eavesdropping on people and tagging along for conversations she had no role in was perennial. She formed opinions fast, but changed them almost as quickly.

“Nathan?” Fei asked.

“How long have you suspected something?” he asked.

“Um, nothing made sense when you brought Sen back and she just…” Fei trailed off and looked thoughtful. “Well, she just slipped into your bed like she belonged there. At first, I was jealous. And a bit terrified. I thought she might have used magic on you. I knew so little about magic, and she used a lot of it. But she was so friendly and clearly looked up to you. And she also acted differently.”

That made sense. His conversion of Sen would have looked jarring, given she flipped from hate to love in the course of roughly five minutes, so far as Fei saw.

“Then I looked back at earlier stuff, and everything was odd,” Fei said. “You immediately made me a Champion. You knew about the enemy plan almost the moment you arrived. Everybody was shocked that you built Gharrick Pass without help.”

Fei arched her back and tried to look Nathan in the eyes. He grabbed her by her sides and flipped her over. She giggled.

Well, if she was giggling, then he took that as a sign that she didn’t hate him.

“Anything else?” Nathan asked.

“The amethyst,” Fei said. She placed a hand over her sapphire. “You went for it the moment Leopold gave you the three gems. I know you said that it was a standard gem for new Champions, but…” Her voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “That was my gem, wasn’t it? I was supposed to take it. And I didn’t.”

Nathan had given Narime shit over being a terrible actor, but apparently, he was far worse. Somehow, he had given away his secret to Fei within days of arriving in the timeline.

He imagined that Kadria was struggling to breathe right now. She would be writhing around on the ground, laughing breathlessly at him.

“No, you took the right gem,” Nathan said.

“Eh?” Fei squeaked.

“You are your own person. I gave you the choice, and you chose your own gem for your own reasons,” he said.

“But I…” she trailed off, her voice choking up. “I only picked it because I figured it was the one you least expected. You kept eyeing the amethyst, and I figured you knew something. If I chose the wrong gem, you’d have to correct me. Then I could say something, and you would have told me about everything. Like how Sen and Sunstorm and Seraph know everything.”

Fei’s eyes filled with tears. Her ears flattened against her head and her tail stopped swishing behind her.

With a breathy sigh, Nathan flattened her hair with one hand. She squeaked and stared at him.

“You silly kitten,” Nathan said. “You should have said something ages ago. Seraph doesn’t know.” Or if she did—which she probably did, if Fei knew—then she hadn’t confronted him yet. “Sen and Sunstorm only know because they have a very special reason to know. You’re the first person to find out.”

“I am?”

“You are,” Nathan said. He hoped he didn’t regret this.

Then again, Fei trusted him. He should trust her. And hopefully avoid situations where she did things purely to bait a reaction from him. The choice of a sapphire had worked out brilliantly, but the revelation of why she chose it stung.

He frowned suddenly as his mind kicked into gear. Things didn’t add up, but he filed away the thought for later. Confronting Fei about it was pointless right now.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan steeled himself to reveal the truth. Or as much of it as he was willing to reveal.

“I’m from the future,” Nathan said. “Or a future. It’s complicated, but I’m from a world where you were my Champion, but everything went wrong. I’ve come back to stop that.”

“Wrong,” Fei repeated. “Is that why your eyes get distant sometimes?”

“Probably,” Nathan said.

“Because I’ve seen that look in the beastkin who return from campaigns. It’s part of why they like you. When you came out and met them, you had the same look in your eyes that they did. They knew immediately that you understood them and knew how to lead, unlike all the other nobles who had never seen real war,” Fei said.

Damn, so that was what was behind her outburst before the battle to recapture Vera’s towers. The beastkin veterans had gossiped. Figures that the old bastards recognized like. They were used to living in a meat grinder, and that was the best way to describe Nathan’s timeline. An endless meat grinder that consumed every nation, one by one.

“But yes, a lot went wrong. Too much. But you’re not the Jafeila from my timeline. You’re Fei, and I love you for being Fei.” Nathan closed his arms around her, and she giggled at the contact. “So, don’t worry about it so much. I know the things I do because I’ve seen a lot more of the world than my past suggests. But I’m here to make the future a lot better than the one I saw.”

“That’s good,” Fei said. “And thank you for telling me. I was really worried about what would happen.” She paused. “Um, does that mean I get to be part of your secret conversations with Sen and Sunstorm?”

“Yes, although you might struggle to keep up,” Nathan said. “And you can’t tell anybody that I don’t give you permission to tell.”

“I know. I haven’t told anybody else so far, have I?” she said.

True.

He laid in the grass with her in his arms. It was pleasant enough that he dropped the one remaining topic he had in mind.

Namely, if Fei had really chosen the sapphire because he hadn’t expected it, why hadn’t he detected that instability during the gemming ceremony?
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The rest of his Champions arrived several days later. Sunstorm appeared in the command tent that morning, and her army reached Nathan’s in the afternoon.

Sen and Sunstorm wasted no time in catching up with Nathan. Once their soldiers began to encamp, both of them walked into the command tent and dragged Nathan out of it.

“You realize we have a battle tomorrow,” Nathan said.

“They can plan it,” Sen said, gesturing to the other Champions and officers in the command tent. Sunstorm nodded in agreement.

Surprisingly, Fei didn’t object. She waved at her fellow Champions as they dragged him to his tent.

It was an enjoyable night. It was also a long night. Both women made up for lost time.

“It’s morning. Haven’t you had enough yet?” Nathan groaned. He’d gotten in a few hours of sleep when the two of them had slipped off to the baths together.

Presumably, they had gotten some sleep after they returned, as they hadn’t woken him up immediately. The idea was to attack Tartus today. Being exhausted hampered that plan.

Sunstorm pressed herself against him and smirked, her black bangs falling over her face. “You’ve been enjoying somebody new while we’ve been busy. We could keep you here all day. Right, Sen?”

“I want to say no, but she’s right,” Sen said. She cradled Nathan’s head in her lap and ran her fingers through his hair. “A few more hours will be fine, right?”

“Where do you even get the stamina?” he asked.

“Well, I have this magic gem in my chest, and she has a timeless spirit possessing her,” Sunstorm said.

“Thank you for your illuminating explanation, Choe,” Nathan drawled.

Sunstorm blushed and ducked her head. “Don’t call me that in front of others.”

“I’m the only one here,” Sen said.

“And I don’t want you to call me that either,” Sunstorm muttered.

It took a little while, but Nathan managed to negotiate his way out of their embrace. Although it involved a trip to the baths that the soldiers had set up.

To create the baths, the battlemages had summoned water in large pools that the soldiers dug. Normally, this was an unspeakable luxury. Wasting so much effort on temporary bathing seemed ridiculous.

But Nathan hadn’t known how long they’d be camped outside Tartus. Close to a week had passed since arriving, and it could have been another week if things went poorly for Sen’s march.

Bathing kept morale up. Soldiers remained clean. They had somewhere to congregate and wash off the filth from a day of patrolling in heavy armor. The beastkin especially loved a chance to wash their tails and clean each other, as most of them came from villages with cultures that deeply valued physicality.

Nathan had even allowed the battlemages to heat some of the water once it became clear that the Federation wasn’t going to attack. This was a huge waste of magical power.

On the other hand, he wasn’t going to complain about the chance to rinse off in a heated bath. Winter was recent enough that the ground chilled the water far below their body temperature.

Once clean, and not in the lewd way—the baths weren’t segregated by gender but were too open for public shows of affection—Nathan joined his cabinet in the command tent.

“Oh, you’re finally joining us,” Vera said, raising an eyebrow. She flicked her long red hair. “We had wondered if the assault was tomorrow. You seemed busy when Fei went to fetch you.”

Fei smiled and shrugged at his questioning look.

“More to the point, we think that Torneus is still in Tartus,” Narime said. Seraph nodded in agreement.

“Of course he is,” Nathan said.

He joined them around the table. There weren’t any maps on it, as they were capturing a city and there weren’t any accurate ones of Tartus. The city was an urban sprawl that had slowly grown to its current size over the course of millennia. Nobody had planned anything, and city blocks morphed in and out of existence every few years.

“Why do you think that?” Narime asked, tone accusatory.

Because Torneus had refused to leave his palace during Nathan’s timeline.

Somehow, Nathan felt that reason wouldn’t fly. Fei looked at him expectantly.

“Because Torneus is prideful and arrogant. He’s holding onto the last vestiges of his power, even as the other regents betray him. We’ve been camped outside Tartus for days. Our scouts have reported no movements from the other provinces,” Nathan said. “There are armies on the borders, just in case we pull something, but the other regents have abandoned Torneus.”

“Isn’t that more reason for him to hole up with Theus in the castle?” Anna said. “It’s the safest place here.”

“Imagine that you’re the Emperor. Or the Empress, if you really want to self-insert yourself,” Nathan said. “Your enemies are at the gates of the capital. You’re outnumbered. All of your nobles have betrayed you, because they think they’ll have a chance to become Emperor next. Nobody is coming to save you. Even if you somehow survive the battle, what do you think happens to you in that situation?”

“Well, I don’t think I’d be Empress for very long,” Anna said. She grimaced. “In other words, Torneus knows this is the end. Even if he defeats us, he’s lost.”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “If he wins here, the other regents topple him from power anyway. All that cowering behind Theus achieves is prolonging the inevitable. But if he stays in the palace, he can appear strong until the end. He goes out on his own terms, in the place of his greatest triumph and power.”

Seraph and Narime stared at Nathan.

“You’re rather good at understanding Torneus, Nathan,” Seraph said. “I can’t help but think that you would do the same thing.”

“I wouldn’t,” Nathan said.

“No, he wouldn’t,” Vera agreed. “I got a taste of that in summer when he said he’d turn my tower into a crater if he thought he had no way out.”

The tent fell silent.

“What?” Seraph shouted. “Why in the name of the goddess didn’t you mention that to me any time in the last few months?”

“I didn’t feel it was important.” Vera smirked. “Besides, Nathan and I had a long chat about last stands and walking into traps.”

Seraph shouted something, but both Narime and Anna spoke at the same time as her. Nathan’s other Champions appeared bewildered by the revelation. They looked at each in confusion, before staring at Nathan. When they began to talk as well, the tent became a cacophony of voices.

“Enough,” Nathan shouted.

Everybody shut up.

“Like Vera said, we spoke about what happened and I realized I was hasty,” Nathan said. “That’s why I’m planning for more contingencies now. Torneus is in this spot because he didn’t plan far enough ahead.”

Although he certainly planned for a lot. Enough that he fooled Nathan into thinking that the future was predetermined.

“I’m still rather lost,” Anna said. “Why is everybody freaked out over blowing up Vera’s tower? I know we were worried about a trap and, uh, Vera admitted to the whole spy thing.”

“The what?” Fei asked, eyes wide.

“I’ll explain later,” Nathan said, placing a hand on top of her head.

“He was going to overload the cairn below my tower. Big explosion of magic. Everybody within hundreds of meters would have been vaporized,” Vera said. “I’ve heard of accidents where that happens, but I didn’t know it could be done intentionally.”

“I’m amazed you even know magic like that,” Seraph said. “No wonder you recognized my plan instantly. You’re like a repository of heresy.”

Everybody except Narime looked at Seraph.

“Overloading a cairn isn’t heresy,” Nathan said calmly.

“That depends on how you do it,” Seraph said. “Because cairns don’t simply overload. If they could, they’d explode every time a cascade happened.”

Narime nodded. “The design of cairns allows sorcerers to channel magic through them during cascades or other periods of leyline disruption. They have emergency releases for magic on them, just in case. Cairns only overload when somebody is interfering with the flow of magic within them.”

“Which is what I would have done,” Nathan admitted.

“That was heresy in Kurai,” Seraph said.

He raised an eyebrow. It was? “That sounds more like a law, as I know it’s not regulated here. Although I know why somebody would consider it heresy. A lot can go wrong. It involves some fairly complicated binding stone magic.”

It was also the foundation of Nathan’s method of detonating binding stones. Destroying a binding stone or cairn was permanent. No life grew within the radius of the explosion and no magic could be cast. If somebody ever detonated a binding stone or cairn in the way that Nathan knew how, every nation on the mainland would immediately label it heresy.

His eyes widened. “Oh. Somebody fucked up, didn’t they? I don’t know much about the Kurai Peninsula, but you had a wasteland there, didn’t you?”

Narime and Seraph looked at each other, then stared at Nathan with wide eyes.

“I think we’ll drop this topic for today,” Narime said.

“For today,” Seraph repeated for emphasis. “Because it’s rather terrifying that you know the potential consequences and still dabble with the magic.”

Yes, dabble. That was exactly what Nathan did.

He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation when it did happen.

A cough from Vera drew the meeting back to the primary topic. Looks were thrown at Nathan, but he ignored them.

“If Torneus is in the palace, we can bypass the army, and hopefully the entire battle,” Anna said. “Narime can teleport. And she can bypass anti-teleportation wards.”

Nathan knew where this was going. He let the conversation play out for now.

Although the sense of deja vu he received bothered him. Even with different people present, events tried to play out the same way.

Narime faced Nathan and said, “I can teleport you and the other Champions directly into the palace. Once there, we can capture Torneus. No field battle outside the city. Torneus likely has only a single Champion protecting him, given how selfish Theus is.”

“Sounds smart,” Sunstorm said. “Although I still feel we should take out Theus.” Her fingers brushed her short swords.

“If he surrenders, then he gets to live,” Seraph reminded Sunstorm. “If.” Her eyes gleamed.

“And that’s precisely the issue with this plan,” Nathan said. “You’re assuming the Federation army will surrender.”

Anna raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why wouldn’t they? We’ll have their regent. Haven’t we all agreed that Theus is only a puppet? Why would the common soldiers keep fighting?”

“Last time I checked, we’re invading their home,” Nathan said. “Armies don’t shrug their shoulders and go ‘well, time to give up on everything I know and love’ because we captured a politician.”

Seraph and Narime opened their mouths to disagree but closed them a moment later. Thoughtful expressions crossed their faces.

The teleportation strategy would work, in a sense. Torneus was likely still in the palace. Nobody was defending him, save for some loyal guards and retainers.

But Nathan’s memories were of a furious argument with a ruler who had lost everything he had gained in his life. At some point, it became clear that Torneus wouldn’t come peacefully. He would see everything burn before he gave in. Weapons were drawn. Narime turned Torneus and his retainers into ash.

Killing him solved nothing. If anything, it made things worse. Tartus burned, and the Federation was lost within a few short months. The Gharrick Mountains became a line of desperate defense against a horde of demons. Refugees streamed into western Doumahr.

“Bastions decide battles,” Nathan said. “Theus is an idiot, but he’s also an arrogant and prideful ass. Without Torneus, who will protect him? Who will stop him from fighting to the end?”

Seraph grimaced. “You’re saying that Theus is the real threat.” She cursed. “So long as there’s a Bastion backing them, the Federation army won’t surrender. Three duogem Champions is a lot of inspiration. Most armies would rally behind one.”

“Politicians and rulers can scheme and plot all they like, but on a battlefield, the only people that matter are Bastions and Champions,” Nathan said. “That means we need to eliminate Theus first. Once he’s gone, the Federation army has nobody to lead them. And Torneus really will have nothing left.”

Nathan didn’t know if this would work, but he needed to try something to change the future. Everything he had done had somehow looped back around. Stopping the war had prevented the Empire from collapsing, but now he faced the collapse of the Federation.

Maybe predetermination wasn’t real. But changing the future required genuine effort. Changing a few key actors in history and preventing a few events from happening wasn’t enough to prevent disaster. Like Ifrit had said, there were people behind the collapse of Doumahr. It took a concerted effort to create such an awful future.

Naturally, it took as much effort to create a better future.

“So, we teleport inside Theus’s fortress?” Narime asked.

Nathan nodded. “It’s a lot more dangerous. We won’t know what traps he has. Attacking a Bastion inside a fortress he controls is extremely dangerous. Fortunately, I have three binding stones to counter him with.” And a lot of experience battling rogue Bastions, but he left that part unsaid.

Narime and Seraph shared what they knew about Castle Tartus, which was the fortress Theus controlled. As everybody formed their attack plans, Vera pulled Nathan aside.

“We discussed this idea before, but I wanted to bring it up again,” Vera muttered. “When we defeat Theus, that means there’s going to be two binding stones available, right? One here, and one farther north.”

“Yes,” Nathan said. He knew where this was going.

“What would it take for me to claim one?” Vera asked.

“Training,” Nathan said. He held up a hand before Vera said anything. “You still don’t know how to be a Bastion, even though I’ve taught you quite a bit about the magic we use. I’ve been avoiding that, given Leopold’s…” he trailed off.

“Disapproval of me?” Vera suggested.

“That,” Nathan said. “But if I give you a binding stone, I’m responsible for what happens. Becoming a Bastion means you need to defend it against demons. Sometimes that’s easy. Other times, it means facing down almost certain death. You saw what happened to Leopold.”

Vera grimaced and looked away. “I still can’t believe what happened. He… I thought for sure that Messenger killed him. It was terrifying. Nurevia didn’t even react. She just kept fighting, as if it was an everyday thing.”

“And you still want to become a Bastion?”

“If anything, that reinforced my desire. Idiots like Theus will be the death of everybody if a Messenger attacks them. But I get your point.” Vera sighed. “I want one of those binding stones. I’ll do whatever it takes to become a Bastion and to help you. Surely, you don’t plan to do this alone? The cascade proved that you can’t be everywhere at once.”

Part of Nathan wanted to ask Leopold for permission.

But that was cowardice. He had been left with ultimate authority by Leopold. If that wasn’t a gesture of trust, then nothing was. The decision was Nathan’s to make. And it wasn’t as though he didn’t trust his own judgment.

“Fine. After this, you’ll become my apprentice,” Nathan said. “If you prove yourself, you’ll get your own binding stone.”

“So, you’ll transfer me one of these?” Vera asked.

He frowned. “I don’t know. Binding stone connections are permanent. While other Bastions can claim a binding stone, the original connection remains. Theus is still connected to the binding stone under Castle Forselburg, for example. I’ve cut him off from it, but he could wrest it back if he physically went there. No amount of wards could stop him.”

In Falmir, many binding stones were granted to apprentices by their masters or another powerful Bastion. Officially and culturally, this gave the appearance of experienced Bastions welcoming new Bastions into the fold.

Behind the scenes, it also allowed Falmir to easily remove new Bastions if necessary. Should a new Bastion prove troublesome once he was no longer monitored by his master, his binding stone could be taken from him with minimal effort.

Nathan disliked this practice and preferred to avoid doing it to Vera.

Given Kadria had been able to sever Nathan’s connections to his binding stones in his timeline, he knew that binding stone connections weren’t truly permanent. But his mental magic was too weak to sever them yet.

Killing Theus was a simple way to solve an existing problem, but didn’t help with Vera or future Bastions. Nathan planned to learn how to both protect his binding stones better and sever the connections of Bastions when he claimed new binding stones.

“I’ll think of something,” Nathan said. “Are you already busy thinking of your future Champions that will be at your beck and call?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

Vera stared at him blankly. A moment later, she ran a hand down her face. “Oh, goddess. I didn’t think of that. Do Bastions need Champions?”

“They’re a rather important part of the package,” Nathan said drily. “You mean you aren’t interested in them?”

“I live in a tower by myself, surrounded by summons that don’t talk, and a wall that keeps busybodies out. The only people I put up with are you and Anna.” Vera groaned. “I figured I could use the summons and binding stone power. Didn’t think that far ahead.”

“Well, we have a whole apprenticeship for you to work out a solution to that,” Nathan said. Part of him felt glad that she wasn’t keen on Champions. That likely meant she would be one of the exceptions who went with Champions of the same gender.

Vera shot him an appreciative smile. They rejoined the strategy meeting.

Soon, they readied themselves for their assault on Theus’s fortress. Fei gave orders to the beastkin knights. They’d be out of contact for some time, which left the army vulnerable. That meant Fei’s knights were the best defense the army had, and Fei left her officers in overall command.

A lot of beastkin tails wagged violently. Anna’s nobles tried not to look too displeased.

Notably, Lord Fleitz didn’t seem to mind. He had returned as Anna’s captain and assisted Sen in organizing her troops. While the other nobles quietly muttered and tittered about Fei’s orders, Fleitz enjoyed a tankard with a couple of beastkin to the side.

“He’s discussing his brewery, isn’t he?” Nathan asked Anna.

“How did you guess?” Anna asked.

“His lips are moving, he’s drinking beer, and he looks happy.” Nathan smiled. “Do you think he’ll return as your captain next time?”

“Probably. He doesn’t need to do much, and he uses the campaigns as a chance to recruit salespeople and market his ale. Right now, I think he’s doing both.” Anna gestured to the beastkin. “There’s a lot of cashed-up beastkin roaming Gharrick County right now. Plenty more are looking for work outside of the army.”

Well, that was a pleasant surprise.

Narime walked up to them. “We’re ready to go.”

With a wave of his arm, Nathan called everybody close to him. Anna moved away, so that she couldn’t be caught up in Narime’s spell. Her teleportation didn’t work that way, but Nathan appreciated Anna’s concern.

Narime’s tails glowed, and a pentagon appeared below her body. Moments later, a soft blue glow appeared around the bodies of everybody being teleported.

Nathan, Fei, Sunstorm, Sen, Narime, and Seraph were going. Only Vera stayed behind, because duogem Champions were far beyond what her sorcery could easily handle.

The golden pentagon filled with light. The next moment, Nathan’s vision shifted. The tents, fields, and distant view of the city vanished, and was replaced by a gray stone chamber.

They were inside Castle Tartus.
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They stood inside an empty chamber, weapons readied. Two double door wooden gates formed exits. Otherwise, the room was empty. Wooden torches lined the walls. Upon closer inspection, Nathan confirmed they were fake. The tips of them were lit with magic and the fire was a form of magical light.

“This isn’t the basement,” Seraph noted.

“I thought about it, and in the end, I agree with Nathan,” Narime said.

“And besides, aren’t I the Bastion?” Nathan grumbled. “If I say it’s suicidal to try to claim a binding stone from a Bastion while they’re here, it’s suicidal.”

“I think you’re overestimating Theus. You might be able to crush intruders in an instant, but he struggles with constructing an empty room,” Seraph said.

“People do amazing things when under pressure. And he’d still have a binding stone even after we claimed this one.” Nathan shook his head. “We’re dealing with him first. Narime, do you know where he is?”

Nathan’s magical senses searched nearby but found little. If he cast a spatial detection spell, he could find Theus quickly, but that meant burning a lot of binding stone power.

Every drop of power would be necessary when fighting Theus. Nathan had the power and technique to fight Theus, but it was going to be expensive given how far he was from any of his binding stones.

“Give me a minute,” Narime said. Her tails whirled around behind her.

After several seconds, Nathan felt magical power wash over them. That was Theus.

“Search while we move,” Nathan grunted. “We’ve been detected.”

Both doors shimmered. The gaps between them vanished as the wood congealed together. A creaking noise sounded in the walls.

With a pulse of magic, Nathan stabilized the room around him. The creaking stopped. Power from the binding stones flooded through his body as he prevented Theus from modifying the structure of the room.

This was how Bastions fought. The defensive Bastion had the power to change the world on a whim, but he needed to actively change things. Whereas the attacker only had to keep things the same.

Maintaining reality was far cheaper than changing it, despite the distance from Nathan’s binding stones. The downside was that he needed to be proactive while stopping Theus.

It was like a reality-preserving bubble. If Nathan stopped casting it, Theus could change the castle within seconds. Every change cost Theus ten times as much power, but Nathan needed to cast continuously.

“Seraph,” Nathan said, pointing at the door in front of them.

Her jade gems flashed, and an energy wave vaporized the wooden door.

Everybody piled through and into a long hallway that was filled with paintings and glass displays. Taking a risk, Nathan let go of his bubble of protective magic.

Nothing happened. Theus’s presence had left.

Did he not understand how this worked? Or was he preparing a trap up ahead?

Clattering noises echoed from both sides. Dozens of knights poured into the hallway. They were humans and heavily armed and armored. Their armor was painted black and had visible abs sculpted into the torsos. It was also enchanted, which Nathan figured to be the more important part.

But really, sculpted abs on the armor? Was that necessary?

The knights formed a shield wall on either side, halberds held aloft. Behind them, battlemages formed up and began to cast spells.

With a yell, Sen stepped forward and pointed an arm at either side. A square appeared in each hand. Before any of the battlemages finished their spells, gouts of flame roared down both ends of the hallway.

Halberds melted in the searing heat. Shields and armor glowed as their enchantments attempted to protect their wearers. Screams ripped through the Federation ranks and soon they were in full retreat.

Within moments, the hallway emptied, save for some melted weapons and a few unfortunate casualties.

“Narime, heal them if they’re not dead,” Nathan said. Her healing wasn’t great, but it was all he had among his Champions. “I assume you’ve found Theus by now.”

“Everybody is gathering in one location, so it’s not too hard to guess where they’re going,” Narime said as she cast healing spells. She bit her lip. “But it’s not somewhere you expected, which makes me think it’s a trap.”

“Nathan has said everything is a trap. Is this any different?” Sen said.

“I feel I’m being misrepresented,” Nathan said.

“You’re really not,” Seraph said.

“Agreed. Theus isn’t the sort to lay traps,” Sunstorm added.

Throwing his arms into the air, Nathan gave up. He gestured for Narime to continue.

“They’re gathering in the grand hall of the castle.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I remember you saying that was enormous. ‘Large enough to fit an army’ enormous.”

“It is. Torneus uses it to intimidate guests whenever he needs to put on a display of strength,” Seraph explained. “It’s several stories tall, vaulted ceiling, marble columns, everything is gilt with gold, and the galleries can fit thousands of people. Which is great for when you want to squeeze in an army to glare down at visiting envoys.”

“Or attackers,” Nathan said. “I really hope he’s not thinking of this like a conventional battle. Bastions are better off fighting in enclosed spaces. So they can--” he trailed off and made a squishing motion with his hands.

“It’s Theus. Why are you surprised?”

“Because… Because he’s still a Bastion.” Nathan let out a grunt. “Did he get to the position he’s in without fighting anyone?”

“When have you ever fought a Bastion, Nathan? The Empire’s battling Trafaumh, but it’s one of the largest wars to happen for almost a century,” Narime said. “All the Bastions with much experience fighting one another are long dead.”

Or should be. Nathan knew better, but he had gotten caught up in the heat of the war. In his timeline, battles between Bastions became normalized due to the fights over the Empire’s former territory. He hadn’t really thought about the fact that peace had been relatively normal before then.

“True. But there’s a lot written on it,” Nathan said.

“Ah, yes, books. Theus’s favorite pastime,” Seraph said with a broad grin. “While you may choose to read tomes about ancient magical experiments, I suspect your opponent’s mind would melt reading a book about sexual positions. Even if it had drawings in it.”

“I feel as if underestimating him will get somebody killed,” Nathan muttered.

“Feel free to overthink and worry about him, then. But for me, the real worry are his Champions,” Seraph said. “We need to make sure we pick the right fights.”

A fair point.

Theus had three duogem Champions. An amethyst, a diamond, and a sapphire. A very standard trio. Nathan refused to say anything bad about those choices, however. His first Champion, Vala, had worn a garnet, which was the most popular gem in Falmir by far.

Nathan had also lectured Fei about the dangers of underestimating the more “generic” gems. Amethyst Champions were extremely capable fighters in close quarters, with their weaknesses primarily being opponents they couldn’t reach or who had methods to counter physical strength. The former was why Nurevia favored her crossbows.

Diamond Champions were the definition of durability. For many Bastions, they formed the core of a team of Champions. An amethyst Champion could launch devastating attacks, then hide behind her diamond counterpart. They could also keep Bastions safe. That had been part of Ciana’s role in Nathan’s timeline, although she had plenty of experience working with Jafeila.

And sapphire Champions made for great sorcerers and wildcards. If anybody was dangerous in Theus’s team, it was his sapphire Champion.

Or she would be, if Seraph didn’t know what her gems did. Narime was confident she could counter the Champion’s abilities, and that reduced Theus’s sapphire to a mere sorceress. Which was decidedly less impressive.

The trick was preventing Narime from being tied up by the other Champions. Or Seraph being targeted by the sapphire Champion. Or Fei or Sen getting cornered by the amethyst. Or relying on Sunstorm to take out a diamond Champion she probably couldn’t even scratch. There were many ways that things could go wrong for Nathan.

If Theus’s Champions played their cards right, it was possible to make things exceedingly difficult.

That was a big “if.”

Nobody accosted them on the way to the grand hall of the castle. Nathan felt Theus monitoring them from time to time, but no effort was made to attack them.

Eventually, the group approached a pair of gargantuan stone doors. They stood over two stories tall and were covered with the golden lily pattern of the Federation. Magic caused the doors to swing open as Nathan and his Champions approached.

The hall’s interior looked as ostentatious as Seraph had described it. Marble columns lined the walls. The windows were large enough to allow a dragon to fly through them, if such a beast existed. The floor tiles were inlaid with gold.

Two huge galleries fanned the central walkway that led to the far end of the hall. Each of them stood a whole story off the ground and was the size of the hall back in Gharrick Pass.

At the far end of the grand hall was a raised platform. Theus stood there, although he looked far smaller than before. Even he looked small in a room of this size.

If Theus had intended to fight a battle somewhere where he could show off, he had both succeeded and failed. Castle Tartus’s grand hall was impressive, but Theus looked the opposite. The grandiose hall made the Bastion appear as small and insignificant as he truly was.

“When you said an army could fit in here, I didn’t think you were being literal,” Nathan said. “My mistake.”

Narime gave him a sidelong look.

Fei and Sen took up defensive positions in front of Nathan. To his sides, Narime and Seraph remained relaxed. Sunstorm grabbed his arm, and he gave her a smile.

“Relax,” he said.

“Those balconies are packed with soldiers,” Narime said.

She was right. There were hundreds of soldiers packed onto the balconies. And even more below them. They tried to hide behind the railing and stone walls but failed.

“Bastion Nathan, I presume,” Theus called out. His voice echoed across the entire hall. “I’m amazed that you were stupid enough to come here. You walked right into my trap.”

He actually said it. Nathan couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Theus clicked his fingers, a smug smile on his face.

Hundreds of soldiers rose from their “hiding” positions and pointed crossbows at Nathan and his Champions. Below the balconies, more soldiers raised spears and shields. They didn’t move yet.

“At my command, I can end you,” Theus said. “Every crossbow is enchanted. Their bolts are enchanted. A thousand crossbow bolts at once, empowered with the magic of a Bastion, all crafted with the purpose to kill another Bastion.”

A pause. Nathan gestured for his Champions to remain still. Sunstorm fingered her swords, looking grumpy. Both she and Seraph glared at Theus.

“Surrender, and I’ll let you live. Although I don’t promise I won’t make you watch what comes after.” Theus laughed, a lewd grin on his face and his eyes certainly weren’t on Nathan.

“Right, okay. So, he’s immensely stupid,” Nathan said.

“Stupid? I’d go with evil,” Narime muttered. She and most of the others appeared to be furious. Theus had made his intentions toward them clear.

“I generally think you need to have some intelligence to be evil. Animals can’t be evil. I’m not sure if Theus is thinking with anything other than instinct and his dick.” Nathan shook his head. “I really have overthought this. He genuinely tried to antagonize me into surrendering.”

“No, I think he wants to kill you,” Seraph said. “He’s just an arrogant idiot who thinks he’s in a winning position.”

“Well, time to end this charade,” Nathan said. His Champions looked at him, the looks of anger slipping from their faces. “Narime, summon a barrier for us. Seraph, you clear the right gallery. Sen, the left. Try to scare them or incapacitate them but do what you have to. Fei and Sunstorm, you protect the barrier in case the Champions get here faster than expected.”

“Yes,” all his Champions snapped out at once.

A lot happened in the next several moments.

Narime began to cast a barrier. Theus shouted, and the twang of hundreds of crossbows filled the hall. A rain of glowing crossbow bolts poured down on them.

Seraph’s jades flashed. She ran toward the right-hand gallery but flicked her tonfas out. Two waves of energy rippled through the air.

Every crossbow bolt disintegrated in midair. The air filled with enough dust that Nathan found it difficult to see Theus for several seconds.

Narime’s glowing blue barrier snapped into place moments later. More bolts slammed into it and exploded into pieces. Presumably fired by the soldiers who had taken too long. Crossbows took longer than that to load.

The sound of a thousand winches being wound hurt Nathan’s ears. He held a hand against the side of his head.

“Fuck,” he said. “This place has awful acoustics. Did they place an aural ward over the windows?”

Fei whimpered, her ears flat against her head. But she held her scimitar in the air. It shimmered with azure flames and she kept an eye out for attackers.

Screams overwhelmed the winding sound. The winches stopped. Nathan looked up and saw a meteor appear in the far corner of the hall. To his side, Sen’s supercharged fourth rank spell finally finished.

The meteor slammed into the left gallery. Soldiers scattered. Chunks of flaming rock and lava flew everywhere. The stonework creaked. Moments later, the entire balcony collapsed. Thousands of tons of granite and wood crashed down onto the soldiers below.

“Um, whoops?” Sen said, wincing. “Does that count as incapacitated?”

“We are at war,” Nathan said. “And it would be worse outside. You could be turning the ground under thousands of soldiers into lava.”

“That sounds pretty horrific,” Sen said. “Um, let’s avoid doing that for as long as possible. Although I guess you kind of did that with that insane flesh-eating magic against the demons, huh.” She stared at him, realizing how vicious Nathan’s spells were.

To the right, Seraph leaped into the air. The soldiers screamed in terror and began to flee. They had seen what had happened to the other gallery. What would this Champion do to them?

“Stand and fight, you cowards!” Theus shouted. “Lucia, get them!”

Theus’s Champions remained stationary. Their expressions were grim as they raised their weapons. They spoke to each other and to Theus, and he shouted obscenities back at them.

A difference of opinion, evidently.

Seraph unleashed her waves of energy at the gallery. The stonework exploded into clouds of dust. So did the armor and clothing of the soldiers in the way. Hundreds of soldiers fell on top of those below them, forming a pile of bodies.

Nobody charged out to attack Nathan. The soldiers that had escaped Seraph ran toward doors in the side of the hall and fled.

“Fine, I’ll do it myself,” Theus said.

Nathan felt the power of another Bastion swell below him.

After a long wait, Theus had finally remembered that he had a binding stone.
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Before Nathan could react, Theus’s power surged into the nearby ground. A stone hand larger than a man rose up behind Nathan.

Nathan jumped away, cursing. The hand continued to move toward him, stone pouring from the ground to extend its reach. Blue flames slammed into the stone. They did nothing, as the stone was entirely natural once it was created by Theus.

A golden square flared in Narime’s hands, and the hand collapsed to the ground in an explosive heap. Shards of stone flew everywhere as the hand burst into pieces. Narime raised an eyebrow. The foundation of the hand remained standing, but everything above it had been blown apart.

“Good thinking,” Nathan said. Presumably, she had used a force spell to blow it apart.

His lesson learned, Nathan started pumping power around him to prevent Theus from altering the foundation of the room.

“Time to think harder,” Narime said. “Get behind me.”

Nathan turned and saw two Champions running toward him. One was the amethyst Champion that Theus had called Lucia, and she was carrying a battle axe. The other was a sorceress in a battle robe with two sapphires. The diamond Champion remained behind.

That made this easier than expected. Nathan darted backward and watched as a wind spell fizzled out in midair. Narime’s gems flashed again and canceled out another spell from the sapphire Champion.

Lucia charged, her gems glowing and battle axe over her head. It slammed into the ground, and the entire hall shook. The stone blocks in front of her burst into pieces as a shock wave rippled toward Nathan.

Flames attempted to block the shock wave’s path but passed harmlessly through it. Fei squawked in surprise. Narime’s barrier snapped into place just in time to stop the shock wave from passing through.

“Can’t counter that, can you, bitch?” Lucia shouted.

Narime scowled.

“You can’t?” Nathan asked.

“It’s not a skill or ability. She’s just projecting raw force with her hits,” Narime said. “I’d need to use a force spell to stop it.”

That sounded like an alternate version of Nurevia’s gem enhancement.

Lucia leaped through the air and crashed down in front of them. Her pigtails flicked in front of her and she slammed her axe into the barrier. The entire thing cracked.

Flames roared across Lucia’s body and she screamed. Turning, she swung her axe. The air rippled. Several moments later, the stone wall exploded in a cloud of dust.

Yes, her gem enhancement was exactly like Nurevia’s. The difference was that it was a long-range weapon. Lucia had an on-demand ability to essentially destroy anything she swung at. Very effective for an amethyst Champion, if single-minded.

Fei ducked and weaved as Lucia swung at her. Huge chunks of the hall were blown apart. Fei had a large part of her torso cut to ribbons, and blood flew everywhere. She went down, a scream tearing from her mouth.

“Shit,” Nathan said. He drew his sword and almost leaped forward.

Sunstorm appeared behind Lucia, swords raised. Lucia reacted instantly and spun. Her shock wave obliterated Sunstorm, turning her into tiny little pieces of darkness.

“Hah, how pathetic,” Lucia said. She sneered at Nathan and posed.

“Lucia—” Theus shouted.

It was too late. Lucia’s face warped from smug pleasure to shock. She tried to scream, but there was suddenly a lot of blood blocking the flow of air through her throat.

Having your throat slit had that effect.

Sunstorm poked her head over Lucia’s shoulder. “Shhhhh.”

All that had been “killed” earlier had been one of Sunstorm’s shadow decoys and Lucia had been too stupid to notice. Perhaps the lack of blood should have given it away, Nathan thought.

Lucia glared at Sunstorm as blood bubbled down her throat. Even though she was a Champion, Lucia’s wound was fatal. If an ordinary person tried to slit her throat, the dagger would break. Sunstorm wasn’t an ordinary person.

Lucia spun, her amethysts flashing as she used the last of her strength to swing at Sunstorm. Useless. Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness.

Lucia slipped in the slick of blood that had formed at her feet. She slammed face-first into the sharp mess of stone pebbles she had made with her shock waves and fell silent.

A moment later, Sunstorm appeared above her. Without a moment of hesitation, the olive-skinned assassin rammed both of her swords into Lucia’s back. She twisted, just in case. Then she pulled her blades back out, cleaned them off on Lucia’s uniform, and gave them a twirl.

Nathan turned away from the vicious execution. It was a grim reminder that Sunstorm was both a talented killer, but also one that enjoyed her work. In the distance, Theus glared at Nathan.

Power pulsed below Nathan, but it was far enough below him that he ignored it. Whatever Theus was doing, it didn’t involve modifying the hall itself. Nathan wasn’t going to waste binding stone power on stopping Theus outside of their immediate surroundings.

Beside Theus, his diamond Champion desperately fought off Seraph. At a glance, the battle appeared one-sided. The diamond Champion blocked or deflected all of Seraph’s attacks and repeatedly dealt vicious thrusts and cuts against Seraph. Blood splashed across the raised platform that Theus stood on. A lot of blood, and even a few fingers.

But Seraph simply rolled her shoulders after every blow she took and kept fighting. Her gems glowed constantly. Nathan watched as her flesh stitched itself back together or her fingers grew back in place. Her tonfas couldn’t repair themselves, but they were made of far sturdier stuff than Seraph was.

The same couldn’t be said for the diamond Champion. Although her armor appeared intact, her clothes were not. Flesh could be seen between the cracks in her armor, and her legs were almost entirely bare. She winced whenever she was forced to move to block Seraph. Presumably because her plate armor was now directly pressing against her skin. Her shield had cracks along its edges, and the edges of her sword were crumbling.

Seraph struck a blow with her tonfas, and the diamond Champion blocked it with her sword. This time, the entire sword crumbled into dust as an energy wave blew it apart. Seraph didn’t give her opponent time to react. She pushed forward and slammed a tonfa into the other Champion’s face. Bone crunched, but the diamond Champion merely gritted her teeth.

Unfortunately, being immune to pain only prolonged the inevitable if your weapons and armor had fallen to pieces. Seraph laid blow after blow into the Champion while Theus backed away from his dying protector.

“Narime, could you finish her off,” Nathan said, grimacing.

“I can. I think we’re about done here,” Narime said, turning her gaze away from the Champion she had been dealing with.

Nathan’s gaze shifted to the sapphire Champion for a moment.

Or more accurately, the pile of ash that had been the sapphire Champion.

Sen leaned on her greatsword, haze rising off her body. Nathan had missed the duel, but he could imagine it. Spells being thrown back and forth. Narime countering the more dangerous ones. The result would have been that the sapphire Champion relied on faster spells, forcing Sen into close quarters combat and raw power. The experience gap meant that Sen couldn’t cast as fast as the duogem Champion. But Sen did have Ifrit’s raw power.

The result was plain to see. One Champion was very dead, and the other was exhausted.

Nathan made a note to shift Sen’s training toward her spellblade specialization. She had spent the last year focused on the basics of sorcery. That had backfired against Laura, even if it had helped in a lot of other situations. And Sen had fallen back on her instincts in this fight. The time was right to teach Sen some new things.

Narime’s hands glowed, and she snapped off a quick fourth rank spell. The diamond Champion’s chest caved in suddenly and she was blown off her feet. She crashed to the ground near the far wall and didn’t get back up.

A glare was thrown at Narime, who stuck her tongue out in return.

In only a few short minutes, Theus’s Champions were dead. His soldiers had fled. The hall was a smoldering, broken ruin.

This had turned out pretty normal by Nathan’s standard of Bastion duels. They were short, vicious things. Champions were incredibly powerful. It was impossible for them to fight seriously without killing each other. When somebody had the power to destroy armies with a single ability, or specialized in assassination, going all out meant death was the natural result.

Sparring always meant holding back on a Champion’s best techniques. When Narime had attacked Nathan, she had controlled her force spells. The one she used against the diamond Champion had shattered her ribcage and crushed all her internal organs.

If Narime had used that spell against Fei during the fight at Castle Forselfburg, then it was likely she would have won. The catgirl wouldn’t have gotten back up after a blow like that.

Theus looked around in shock. The flow of his power into the castle had halted.

Then, suddenly, it roared back, directly beneath Nathan.

“I’ll end this. Now!” Theus shouted.

Nothing happened. Because Nathan didn’t let it.

He sighed. Theus held his hand out, as if that would somehow allow his binding stone power to overwhelm Nathan’s.

Huge amounts of magic poured through Nathan from his binding stones. It was a good thing he had three of them. This was becoming expensive.

“What is he doing?” Narime asked loudly.

“He made a trap beneath me. He’s trying to set it off, but I’m stopping him. Because we’re both Bastions, and we both have the ability to manipulate reality,” Nathan replied, speaking just as loudly.

The remaining Champions in the room gave Theus sympathetic smiles, although most of them were fake. The looks on Seraph’s and Sunstorm’s faces screamed murder.

“Do you surrender, Theus?” Nathan asked.

“You killed them!” Theus said.

“I did. That’s what happens in war. Are you going to pretend you didn’t try to kill me, or make those threats earlier?” Nathan said.

Theus stewed in his anger and said nothing.

“Can I?” Sunstorm asked.

Nathan waved his hand. It was time to end this.

As if she had been waiting all day for this moment, Sunstorm teleported to Theus’s side instantly. The Bastion stepped back when she appeared in front of him.

“Sunstorm, you’re supposed to be my Champion. Help me. You swore loyalty to me,” Theus said.

“That’s not how loyalty works, Theus,” Sunstorm said. “And I don’t particularly remember you being very loyal to me. You told Seraph I was dead. You sent me away on every mission the others didn’t want to do. Didn’t you?”

“No, that’s…” Theus began to say something, but didn’t bother finishing it.

He lashed out with a fist as Sunstorm advanced on him. He moved faster than Nathan expected him to. Even if Theus was an idiot, he at least knew how to enhance his body with his binding stone.

Sunstorm’s head exploded into black particles and Theus blinked in surprise. Instinctively, he rolled forward and avoided having his head cut off when Sunstorm reappeared behind him.

He didn’t avoid getting his legs swept out by Seraph, who came up while he was distracted.

“Seraph, wait—” Theus shouted.

Seraph didn’t bother to listen, like Sunstorm had. She rammed her tonfas into Theus’s head.

Nathan turned away, unwilling to watch the show of gore that resulted. Theus only screamed briefly, before either Seraph or Sunstorm shut him up.

“It’s over,” Narime said. She looked grimly satisfied. “Although Sunstorm appears to be angry.”

“She likes to collect heads,” Nathan said. “And Seraph just ruined her prize.”

Narime gaped at him. “You’re joking. Please tell me you’re joking.”

He looked at her, unsmiling.

The next few minutes were slow. Narime healed Fei while Seraph and Sen helped the wounded soldiers from the rubble. The survivors appeared shell-shocked, and unsure why they were being saved.

“It’s over,” Nathan told the officers that were mobile enough. “Theus is dead. There’s no other Bastion close enough to Tartus to fight back. Go home to your families. I’m not here to burn your city. I’ll take Torneus and leave.”

The message seemed to be relatively well received, even if he saw smoldering anger in their eyes. These men had seen him destroy their city’s defender.

But what mattered was that Nathan convinced them to leave without fighting. He hoped the same message worked on the army outside.

“Nathan, did I do well?” Sunstorm asked, prancing up to him.

He looked over to see her holding up Lucia’s severed head. The blood had been cleaned off and the neck cauterized. Presumably by Sen.

Sunstorm watched him closely, preening and waiting for a compliment.

This had always been awkward. She was an assassin, and her duty was to kill people. Teaching her that killing was wrong was pointless. He had tried to temper her enjoyment and sense of pride, but that had only annoyed her in his timeline.

Honestly, he was at a loss. He decided to choose the path of least resistance, for now.

“You protected Fei and took out a duogem Champion. So yes, you did very well,” Nathan said and gave her a smile. He avoided saying anything about the head. “I’m glad you didn’t try that on me when we fought.”

“I did,” Sunstorm said, smirking. “That’s what makes you the best, Nathan. You don’t die easily.”

Just take the damn compliment, Nathan told himself.

“You don’t mind if I take Theus’s head as well? I didn’t kill him, but it’s too pretty to leave to rot,” Sunstorm said.

“No. I don’t,” Nathan said flatly.

“Great!”

Sunstorm bounced away.

Seraph took her place a moment later.

“Are we heading to the palace next?” she asked.

“Not right away. We need to make sure that the army knows that Theus is defeated,” Nathan said.

“Well, we have his head. Maybe we can put it on display,” Seraph said. “I’m kidding. Don’t look at me like that. Besides, Sunstorm would be very upset if you soiled one of her display items.”

Nathan shook his head and dropped the topic.

“I’ll head downstairs to claim the binding stone. Afterward, we’ll teleport out of here,” he said. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we can confront Torneus.”


Chapter 39




As expected, the Federation army fell into disarray upon Nathan’s return. An hour passed after he announced Theus’s defeat. The Federation soldiers formed ranks in preparation for an attack, assuming this was part of some scheme.

Nathan watched as riders went back and forth from Castle Tartus and the Federation encampment. The wireless was busy, although he couldn’t intercept their transmissions. Although he knew the codes to the binding stones, wireless encryption was an entirely different beast.

Eventually, several officers rode out to meet them midway between the two encampments. Nathan met them with Fei and Seraph.

The discussion was brief, but fruitful.

“You only take Torneus,” the Federation general said. He looked old enough to be Nathan’s grandfather. “Nobody else goes into the city.”

“That’s right. I’ll go in with a few Champions. Then I’ll come back out with Torneus,” Nathan said.

At least, that was the deal for now.

Nathan didn’t know how long it would take the dark elves to hold up their end of the bargain. For all he knew, they intended for Nathan to do something foolish and get himself killed.

The longer that Nathan spent in Federation territory, the greater the chance that the other regents swarmed him with their Champions and armies. He needed to grab Torneus and retreat. Once he had the backing of the Empire and the Spires, he could return and stabilize things.

He wouldn’t act a moment sooner. The difference between bravery and stupidity was whether someone succeeded. Nobody would call Nathan brave if he died trying to conquer the Federation.

The enemy officers muttered their agreement, and Nathan shook on it. They rode back to their camp.

Afterward, Nathan asked Sunstorm to join him, Fei, and Seraph. Narime gave him an odd look when he asked her to remain here.

“You’re sure? I can teleport you out if it’s a trap,” she said.

“I control the binding stone. Torneus can’t do anything even if he wanted to,” Nathan said.

He had wanted to leave this binding stone for Vera, but reality had crushed that idea. If he had to retreat, then he wasn’t going to leave this binding stone unclaimed for other Bastions to claim. The one to the north was too far out of the way to claim, so somebody might reach it first.

Maybe he could ask a favor from the dark elves. Or maybe the Federation wouldn’t touch it.

“If you say so,” Narime said.

Truthfully, he left her and Sen behind due to bad memories of Torneus’s burned corpse.

As he rode into Tartus, it occurred to him that Fei used fire now. History still had a way to force his hand.

Citizens and soldiers cleared the streets in front of them. Nobody threw anything. An eerie silence greeted them wherever they went. Nathan couldn’t even hear birds or insects, although he suspected there might not be many in this dense urban jungle.

The palace was a squat marble building formed of columns and not much else. Tartus was an ancient city, and the palace dated back to the days when the city had been the local gathering place of the local towns and villages. Supposedly, the village chiefs would get together and debate in the central hall about land rights or war. Hundreds of them would pile into a single massive room and argue about what to do. Huge brawls broke out.

Nathan dismounted and walked up the steps. The marble columns were thicker than he was, and he walked past them and into the building itself. Soldiers were posted outside. They watched him enter but said and did nothing. Word had reached them of the ceasefire.

A small gathering of men and women muttered to each other in the entrance hall of the palace. They were of various ages and wore plain white robes with colored sashes. No beastkin were in sight, save for a handful of servants standing in the corners.

A hush fell over the gathering. The beastkin perked up, their tails wagging.

Nathan recognized many of the faces from the group, if only faintly. These were Torneus’s retainers. His personal escort of sycophants and minions that had stood by him until the very end and burned with him.

Why were they out here?

“Where’s Torneus?” Nathan asked, confusion laced through his voice.

The retainers looked at each other. Slowly, one of them stepped forward. A middle-aged woman with her graying hair done up in buns.

“He’s locked himself up in his office. Once we lost contact with Theus, he kicked us out,” she said. Her voice was despondent. “Is this it? Are we all to be executed?”

“No. Leave. I don’t care what happens to you,” Nathan said. “The other regents might, but they’re not my problem. The Federation’s business isn’t my business.” Yet. “I’m here for Torneus.”

The retainers stared at him in surprise. After a few moments, a stout man ran out of the building. Then two more followed him. Soon, all the retainers fled, save the woman who spoke to Nathan.

She looked glum, her eyes downcast. “This is it, then. The end of the dream.”

“His dream, maybe. But the world is made up of a lot of dreams,” Nathan said. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Maybe you should come up with your own.”

“His dream was my dream,” she said. “And isn’t that the case for them?” She pointed at his Champions.

He looked back at the women behind him, who stared back at him.

Fei tilted her head in confusion. Seraph smiled. Sunstorm shrugged.

“I don’t think so. They have their own dreams. The difference between you and them is that they’re achieving their dreams through mine, rather than expecting my dream to fulfil them,” Nathan said. “Like I said, it’s time to find your own.”

The woman stared up at him, her mouth hanging open. She tried to say something, but no words came out.

He walked past her. Fei, Seraph, and Sunstorm followed after him.

His feet guided him to Torneus’s office. He had only been here once, but the memory felt fresh. How many times had he relived this nightmare?

Nathan hated the memory. Every time it came to him recently, he suppressed as much of it as he could. There were few things he hated remembering more than the memories of his greatest failings.

The door was shut, as he had been told.

He tried the knob. It was locked.

A quick spell unlocked it.

Nathan heard a voice inside. A mumbling. He paused.

“Stay here,” he said.

“Nathan,” Seraph said, voice low.

“I’ll shout if I need help.”

Then he opened the door and stepped inside, refusing to look back.

Torneus sat inside his office. It was palatial. Large enough to fit five of Nathan’s office, and Torneus’s desk was the size of a large dining table. A dozen seats lined the length of it. Torneus sat at its head.

A half-empty bottle of clear unlabeled liquor sat beside Torneus. Next to it was a large glass pitcher of water, with condensation forming on the outside of the glass. The tumbler in Torneus’s hand was milky white. Ouzo, Nathan realized.

A large platter of olives, cheeses, and other appetizers sat in front of Torneus. It was almost entirely untouched. A spare tumbler sat next to Torneus.

Nathan closed the door behind him. The sound finally alerted Torneus.

“Ah, so you’ve finally come to take my head?” Torneus said. He gave a half-smile and raised his glass. “Care to join me? It’s my last drink, after all.”

“Is the other tumbler laced with poison?” Nathan asked.

“If it was, would it kill you?”

“No, because I’d remove it with magic,” Nathan said.

“Then no, it’s not.” Torneus poured a tall glass of ouzo and water. The clear liquids turned milky when they mixed. “Drink. Remove the nonexistent poison if you’re worried. It’s not like it matters. I’m going to the Spires, aren’t I?”

This wasn’t how this was supposed to play out.

Nathan tested the drink with magic and found no trace of poison. He tasted it. It was high-quality ouzo, with the typical anise flavor he expected.

“I didn’t take you for a heavy drinker,” Nathan said. “I was surprised to see you drinking so much at the negotiations.”

“Really? I drank before I learned to walk. That’s how it works around here.” Torneus chuckled. “Or did. You know nothing about what I went through to get here. And now it means nothing. All because the Spires betrayed me, and you’ll be the next one with a dark elf dagger in the back.”

Nathan leaned against the back of a chair. He stared at the small, worn man sitting in front of him.

“I know plenty about you,” Nathan said.

“You know nothing,” Torneus spat. “You’re a noble brat who—”

“You’re the son of a merchant, born and raised in Tartus. But you got into politics anyway, after being inspired by the stories from the ancient times, back when the people had the power. Before the commoner vote was reduced to a formality,” Nathan said.

The fiery speech that Torneus gave in Nathan’s timeline was etched into his mind. He could almost recite it word for word.

Torneus stared at Nathan, glass halfway to his lips.

“You were a master orator and caught the attention of a noble family. Once you married into nobility, you had real power. And with real power, you tried to change things. But that’s not how the world works. Nobody relinquishes power once they have it. They crush those below them. Every time more nobles gained power, they took power away from the commoners. Until, eventually, Tartus was ruled and governed solely by the nobles,” Nathan said.

Torneus whispered, “Just like every other city-state and country.”

“Yes. Just like the Empire,” Nathan said.

“I fought my way to the top,” Torneus said, staring into his ouzo. “I made friends who wanted Tartus to be more than a pathetic city-state with an amazing history. The greatest of friends. We destroyed households. Crushed other city-states. Annexed territory. And, eventually, we became the High Lords and convinced the king to retire.”

“And then you killed those friends. For power,” Nathan said.

“Hah. Hahahaha,” Torneus laughed. Then he almost wept, his head tilting forward until his forehead pressed against the rim of his glass.

Eventually, he faced Nathan. “No, not for power. To ensure the future.”

“What?”

“We agreed that we wanted Tartus to be something more. But we disagreed about what that ‘something more’ should be. The Empire was rousing from its centuries’ long slumber. Nationalist rhetoric was on the rise everywhere. My contacts in Arcadia spoke of beastkin rebellions. If Tartus didn’t prepare for war, we would be ground into dust when it eventually came,” Torneus said.

Shaking his head, Torneus continued, “That’s why I tried to strike a blow against the Empire, while it appeared distracted. The tolls in Gharrick Pass were an excuse to draw Korvell’s support. Money talks, and it’s necessary to fund the military. George wanted the territory, too. That made Gharrick Pass ideal to push back against the Empire, before it turned its greedy eyes on us.”

Nathan remained silent, his attention captured by Torneus.

“You understand me, don’t you? You know why I did this. That’s why you’re playing everybody in the Empire.” The old puppet master laughed. “Like recognizes like. You see me as a villain, but that’s because you don’t have enough experience in life. It took me decades before I realized how many others worked the world like I did.”

“You’re saying we’re all caught up in the machinations of others?” Nathan said.

“That’s what politics is.” Torneus raised his glass for a moment and drained it. Then he laughed and filled it again. “But the reality is that most of the players of the game are terrible. They realize too late where all the pieces are, or that their allies aren’t what they seem. Gorthal is slowly realizing that he’s being cornered, but he’s played his hand poorly throughout his life.”

Silence followed Torneus’s words. He swirled his glass, and alcohol splashed all over the table.

“If life were like a card game, things would be simpler,” Torneus said after close to a minute. “Discards are simple, losing a hand isn’t that important, and you can learn quickly. And, in the end, it’s only a game. But life isn’t a game. Or if it is, it’s a game that never ends, and every decision carries weight. Discarding and choosing new cards has ramifications beyond the game itself.”

“A question,” Nathan said, finding his voice.

“You have me by the balls,” Torneus said, laughter leaking into his voice. “You can ask me the combination to my safe if you like. Although I won’t tell you it.”

“If you could go back and redo your life, what would you change?” Nathan asked. “Because while you’re reflecting on things, you don’t sound regretful.”

Torneus frowned. He stared at nothing in particular, his gaze becoming distant.

“Redoing my life…” he muttered, voice trailing off.

After a long wait, Torneus finally said, “A family. The one regret I have is always telling myself that I would wait until later to have children. I always had more ambitions. There would never be a ‘later’. I watched as countless men my age had children. Saw their children grow up. Many regents my age have similar regrets. It’s fun to fool around, but family is a legacy that I always wanted and actively refused. Stupid decision. Cost me the woman I loved.”

“That’s it?” Nathan asked.

“Yes, that’s it.”

“You think you’re about to die, and you don’t want to change that?”

Torneus smiled. A small, bitter smile. “Yes. I wasn’t sure of it a few hours ago. A month ago, before I met you in person, I know my answer would be different. But now I know that my decisions are what they are. Would the results be different if I made different decisions? Of course. Would they be better?”

Raising his glass, Torneus paused. Nathan eventually realized the old puppet master wanted to do a toast. Their glasses clinked together.

“To the future that we’ve chosen,” Torneus said. “Because only the goddess knows if the others would be better or worse.”

Only the goddess, huh?

Nathan drained his glass alongside Torneus. When they both lowered their glasses, Torneus didn’t refill either one.

“This changes nothing, you realize,” Nathan said, pushing down his feelings. “The Spires want you for heresy.”

“And so do you.” Torneus chuckled. “I imagine you have a deal with them. They crossed me. That cascade was a nasty trick. I knew the moment it happened that I was done, and that I had outlived my usefulness to the Council of Aurelia. One day, you will as well. Do what I couldn’t and find a way away from them before that day comes.”

Nathan wasn’t surprised that Torneus denied being involved in the cascade.

But was it a truthful denial? It could be another scheme. But Nathan had been doubtful even before this heartfelt conversation over drinks.

“I think that’s enough,” Torneus said, trying and failing to rise to his feet. “I can barely see. My father made this stuff and gave it to me for my wedding. Said it was his best product and I should drink it to celebrate my first child.”

The smile on Torneus’s face spoke of true regret. But there was a hint of something else.
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Nathan asked Sunstorm to return to camp and return with Narime. His original plan had been to leave with Torneus. Now, that felt off. As if he would be putting the former High Lord through a humiliation he didn’t need.

Funny what a conversation over a few drinks could do. Nathan had never known much about Torneus’s personal life. Most of what he knew were rumors. Plus the fiery speech given, right before Narime had turned that fire back on him, in a literal sense.

Narime raised an eyebrow at Nathan’s request when she joined them. “You didn’t want me to come. Now you want me to teleport him out?”

“If you don’t, he’s liable to fall off his horse and split his skull open,” Nathan said.

They stared at Torneus. He attempted to stand still by taking two or three steps at a time. Fei held him upright, a broad grin stretched across her face. Giggles snuck out of the catgirl’s mouth.

In the distance, beastkin servants watched with hands over their mouths.

“Fine,” Narime said. “Make sure you’re back soon.”

Blue light flashed and took Narime and Torneus out of the city.

Nathan sighed and ran a hand through his hair. His gaze turned distant.

Torneus would go to the Spires. Once there, he would spend months or even years going through public humiliation in front of the Council of Aurelia. Eventually, they would be satisfied that they had made an example of him.

Nothing about that conversation made Torneus less dangerous to the world. But his reasons struck a chord with Nathan.

A long, long time ago, a young, foolish Nathan Martel had spurned his father and apprenticed to a Bastion. He had hated the noble frippery that he had been expected to inherit and loved the martial history of his beloved kingdom. Over time, he also grew to hate the Bastions, because they were entwined with the nobility of Falmir. He backed Princess Charlotte and her desires to change the Kingdom when she became queen.

But nothing came of it. Nathan became the most powerful Bastion in Doumahr and was exiled to the Far Reaches because he backed the wrong horse in a political race. A coup took place, and the royalty was toppled. Nathan had been in Trafaumh with Gareth, attempting to save the only other remaining country on Doumahr from complete destruction. Nobody from Falmir helped them, because they were too busy with glorious revolution to save countless millions.

Torneus had come to terms with his life. Nathan hadn’t. But that conversation made it clear that he needed to make this life count.

“Deep thoughts, I take it,” Seraph said. Her eyes glimmered.

“Torneus had a lot to say. Not all of it is easily dismissed,” Nathan replied.

“You still have the same look in your eyes that drew me to you. So long as you don’t waver, you’ll always have us,” Seraph said. She placed a hand on Nathan’s shoulder and squeezed.

Fei gave him a smile, and they walked to the entrance hall.

Dozens of beastkin servants were waiting there, wearing plain white robes. Many of them carried kitchen knives, hoes, and other improvised weapons.

“Is… Is this liberation?” one of them asked, his eyes wide.

Ah, shit. Nathan had hoped to avoid this part until he returned with the dark elves.

He considered it fortunate that none of the beastkin were covered in blood. Tartus was a few words away from a slave uprising.

A few words from Nathan’s mouth. When the hell had he gained that sort of power?

“Not yet,” he said. The beastkin stared at him. His next words were dangerous, but he needed to say something to quell open rebellion. “I’m coming back after Torneus is handed over for judgment. You will see me again soon.”

Several beastkin stepped forward, their weapons clattering to the ground. “Can we come with you?”

In the end, he left Tartus with a trail of beastkin slaves following him. Former slaves, he corrected himself. They became free the moment they left the Federation. The magical tattoos on their bodies could be removed and nobody would know they had ever been enslaved. Besides the beastkin themselves, of course.

Nathan doubted that any beastkin ever forgot the time they spent in slavery.

Nobody stopped them as they left. The journey out of the city was uneventful. Solemn, almost.

Nathan marched back along the path he took to get to Tartus in the first place. His scouts reported that Federation armies from the surrounding provinces swept into Tartus within days of his departure. Nobody reclaimed his binding stone. Probably because the method he used to protect it was from a future that didn’t exist anymore.

Idly, he wondered if the defensive techniques and magical technology he knew would be invented in this timeline. Much of the monitoring technology and land-based defenses were developed in a time of crisis, where countries either invested in war or were wiped out. Nathan could prod people about methods to monitor demonic energy levels, crystals that record audiovisuals, and complicated magical control terminals powered by magic.

But Nathan was a soldier, not a magical scientist. He lacked the means to reproduce what he had used in the past. Without examples, he could only describe things. How many mages would laugh him off as a dreamer? How many nobles would refuse to fund him?

Then again, he was about to conquer the Federation. He planned to secure his own supply of Champion gemstones. Maybe he could fund his own research. If anybody laughed at him, he could fire them.

Within days, Nathan and his army arrived at Castle Forselburg. He sent a message over the wireless to the dark elves.

Sureev arrived with a company of dark elf knights, and a pair of Champions who covered up their gems. Both of them were very familiar to Nathan. Hunters. Champions like Nurevia, whose purpose in life was to openly execute people who wronged the Spires. Both of them covered most of their skin, as well as their faces.

But Nathan knew the eyes of one of the hunters extremely well. Nobody forgot what it was like to look into the eyes of a legend.

“Amazing,” Sureev said, his face lighting up when he saw Torneus in the entrance hall. “The One True Council of Aurelia is delighted with our alliance with you, Bastion Nathan. As per the diplomatic accord struck with Emperor Gorthal of the Anfang Empire, we shall back your claim over the Amica Federation.”

One of the hunters grabbed Torneus and dragged him out of the hall. The knights left with him and Torneus.

The remaining hunter stood next to Sureev, her familiar green eyes boring into Nathan’s.

“Is something wrong, Astra?” Sureev asked.

Nathan blinked, surprised that he said her name. While almost nobody could claim to have met the only trigem Champion in the Spires, her name was legendary.

Murmurs ran through the hall. Sureev smiled.

“Now, now. Please calm your retainers, Bastion Nathan,” Sureev said. “Astra is an extremely common name among our people. It is a great honor to be named after our legendary trigem Champion.”

A bald-faced lie. The hunter was the one and only Astra, the trigem Champion of the Aurelian Spires.

“We’re taking the Federation, aren’t we?” Astra said abruptly. She nodded at Nathan. “You gave us Torneus. We give you the Federation. Stability is returned. That’s our agreement?”

“That’s the agreement,” Nathan said.

A look of satisfaction crossed Astra’s face. “It’s nice to meet a human who understands how to make a deal. No bullshit. I hear you even beat a Messenger.”

Nathan hid his shock, but nobody else did.

“Good poker face, too. Dark elves talk to each other.” Astra spun on her heel and began walking away. “Next time you have a Messenger problem, invite me. I want to see you work.”

Sureev glared after the Champion. He hid his anger when he turned back to Nathan. “The Council will follow through on its word shortly. I trust that Emperor Gorthal will act just as fast.”

And that was that. The dark elves left, taking Torneus with them. Nathan dwelled on his brush with a trigem Champion and her approval of him.

The next few weeks flew past. Astra returned with the full might of the Spires at her back. Thousands of dark elves in dark suits of armor that covered all of their skin and protected their eyes. Far more humans and beastkin marched with them.

Many of those humans and beastkin slipped away from the armies of the Spires and into the villages of the Federation. Nathan suspected that many villages doubled in size. Although he wondered how many knew what they were in for. Life as a farmer was a little different to a life of perpetual poverty in the urban sprawl of the Spires.

Emperor Gorthal announced an imperial decree to annex the Federation in the name of overall stability for Doumahr. The Nationalists were shocked but could only watch. Leopold’s Champions moved in.

The regents were caught flat-footed. Or some of them were.

Others, like Duke Terrius and King George II, had been discussing their future plans with Emperor Gorthal behind the scenes since Nathan first approached them. When the annexation was announced, they turned on their fellow regents.

Faced with the might of the Spires, the Empire, and half of their own nation, the remaining regents came to the negotiating table.

This time, Nathan stayed away. He had already sent soldiers to protect the other binding stone Theus had controlled and the one at Castle Tartus. So long as the Federation didn’t engage in open war with the Empire, that allowed Nathan to focus on his own territory. It also meant that the Houkeem Desert wouldn’t be overrun.

He also had one other major distraction.

Right now, that distraction was rapidly slamming her hips into his while her panting filled his bedroom. Fei’s tail whirred back and forth at high speed. Sweat flew everywhere with each movement. Her generous mounds blurred in Nathan’s vision, nipples hard.

“More, more, more, more,” Fei panted. She let out a low purr and pressed herself against Nathan. Her crotch slammed into his erratically. The muscles in her thighs tensed as she climaxed.

For several moments, she moaned into Nathan’s neck. He ran his fingers through her messy black hair, which had grown even longer. His cock throbbed inside her. She gripped him tightly, both outside and in, and he felt a warm mess squish around his length.

Fei straightened up. Her hands pressed against his chest and she smiled at him. Her green eyes were glazed over and filled with limitless lust for him. She started moving again. A messy pool of mixed white and clear liquids splashed against their legs every time she hilted him inside herself.

A rush of heat poured out from Nathan’s cock.

“Ahh,” Fei moaned. She froze, her expression shifting. Then her tongue lolled out, and she grinned at Nathan. “Even more kittens.”

That wasn’t how it worked, but Fei was completely lost in her rutting. He thrust into her several times, enjoying the squeaks and moans she let out as he emptied himself inside her.

As before, she began riding him after a few seconds of rest. Fei’s stamina was limitless.

Almost literally, right now. This had been going on for over three days now. Nathan was using contraceptive magic, which was fortunate, because Fei’s rutting was more intense than most beastkin he was used to.

It was more intense than hers had been in his original timeline. Maybe she loved him more here. Or maybe she was younger and hornier.

He hoped she settled down next year.

Close to a week passed before she finally let him do things without sex. He hadn’t even been able to eat without her burying her face in his crotch. Showers hadn’t been about getting clean for a while.

“I’m fine,” Fei mumbled into her pillow.

Nathan combed out her tail for the first time in a week. The room still reeked of sex despite Nathan’s efforts. He’d need to ask a cleaner who knew some cleansing wind and water magic to help.

“Get some rest,” Nathan said. He patted her back.

“I’ll be cleaning myself for like a week,” she whined. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this full in my life.”

Nathan left her in the room. She’d get over it.

And to think, a week ago she’d been begging him to take her off the medication. He wondered if she’d be as interested in the future.

They were back in Gharrick Pass, but it was practically deserted. Almost everybody was busy elsewhere. Seraph was in Tartus, assisting with the security for the negotiations. Sunstorm oversaw Fort Taubrum. Up in Castle Forselburg, Sen and Narime were preparing a new type of gateway to connect to Gharrick Pass.

That left only Fei and Nathan to hold down the home fort.

Which was why it was a surprise when a beastkin knight reported that several carriages with Anna’s emblems were en route.

It was even more surprising when she didn’t greet him, and instead went straight to her bedroom. Curious, he tracked her down.

Anna sat in her usual guest bedroom, doing up her hair in the mirror. A percolator rumbled in the corner. Kuda pottered about, preparing a cup of coffee.

It was Kuda who spotted Nathan. “Care for a coffee?”

“Please,” Nathan said. He entered and shut the door behind him.

Anna glanced at him, before turning her attention back to the mirror. She remained silent. Once Kuda served the coffee, she gestured for him to leave the room.

After the door closed, Nathan said, “I thought you were in Tartus.”

“I was in Tartus,” Anna said. “I thought I was going to die in Tartus, given how long some of the days were. The archdukes would monologue for hours at a time. I think the Emperor wandered off for a coffee once. If I were smarter, I would have used the wireless like they did.”

“I don’t think you would have gotten away with it,” Nathan said.

“No, I wouldn’t have,” she admitted. “Even Alice and that dark elf ambassador showed up in person. Only the archdukes and the Emperor didn’t. I suspect they would have been there in person if we weren’t at war with Trafaumh.”

“I still can’t believe we didn’t forge a peace treaty,” Nathan muttered. He had hoped that annexing the Federation would have halted the war with Trafaumh.

The news of the Empire conquering another nation had made Trafaumh pause. The Pearlescent Canyon was still in play, with the Empire barely in control of it. There was a great opportunity to achieve peace, or at least a ceasefire. Trafaumh had seen the Empire’s might firsthand. Their enemy had conquered the Federation at the same time they waged a war in the north.

Instead, the Nationalists used the victory as a rallying cry. The war dragged on.

“Don’t be too hurt.” Anna gave him a look. “The negotiations have basically wrapped up. They’re ironing out the details. Voting rights, some insane complexities with the Diet that I don’t pretend to understand, the military situation with the dark elves.”

Anna’s look turned frosty. “Did you have sex with that dark elf or something? Because that Astra woman praised you as much as she insulted everybody else.”

“No, I think she just doesn’t like humans,” Nathan said.

“Then why does she like you?”

“Because I defeated a Messenger. I think.” He scratched his head.

Astra wasn’t somebody he knew overly well. She and Nurevia went back a long way, but that was about all he knew about the two. That, and the fact that Astra’s greatest joy in life was seeing her enemies broken and defeated before her. She and Sunstorm would probably get along.

Nathan hadn’t known Nurevia remained in contact with Astra.

“Well, she likes you. Thinks you’re amazing,” Anna said. “But more to the point, the annexation has been decided. Everybody is surprisingly happy.”

“Everybody?”

“Close enough. I don’t count the archdukes, because why should I?” Anna said. “It was crazy to listen to them try to justify their excuses for sabotaging the negotiations. Milgar blew up one day and nearly called them traitors. Invoked the goddess a few times. We had to recess for a few hours. I suspect a separate conversation was had.”

“I bet,” Nathan said. “Why, though?”

Anna’s face was incredulous. “You’re kidding right?”

“Remember that you haven’t told me what was decided at the negotiations. Or even discussed,” Nathan said. “The Empire is annexing the Federation by force. Why would the archdukes oppose it?”

Anna drummed her fingers on her dressing table. “You’re aware how the archdukes have gained the power they have?”

“I am. While the Empire was splitting at the seams, with Falmir and Trafaumh declaring independence, the archdukes removed every noble in competition with them,” Nathan said. “There used to be grand dukes, archdukes, dukes, and all manner of flavor of count. Now, the archdukes control everything, and every count answers to them. The Emperor is powerful, but he’s a political figurehead.”

“There’s still Imperial Counts, who only owe fealty to the Emperor. But almost all of them belong to families that were once Emperors,” Anna added. “But yes, that’s the gist of what’s happened since the Watcher Omria ascended.” She fixed him with a harsh look. “And you’ve upended that.”

“I have?”

“You have,” she repeated. “Because every regent is becoming a duke, and with that they gain a vote in the Princes College. Which is—need I remind you—the most powerful part of the Diet. It’s a glorified cabinet for the Emperor right now. But with twelve new members, the power dynamic has changed.”

Nathan stared at Anna. He disliked politics, but he knew enough about how it worked to understand the political calculus involved.

The Diet made the laws for the Empire. At its very top was the Princes College, formed of the most powerful nobles in the Empire. Right now, that consisted almost entirely of the archdukes. That allowed the archdukes to prevent the other nobles in the Empire from doing anything.

“This breaks the deadlock that happened during winter, doesn’t it,” Nathan whispered. “The Nationalists prevented the Emperor and Leopold from stopping the war against Trafaumh, because two of the archdukes supported them. But now…”

“Now, it’s anyone’s game. The archdukes were furious when they realized the Emperor intended to reduce their power in the Diet.” Anna smirked. “You didn’t even realize this was what Milgar and the Emperor were up to, did you?”

“I don’t really do politics,” Nathan said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Torneus’s drunken ranting rose to the forefront of Nathan’s thoughts. Had all of this been a plot by the Emperor to strengthen his political position? Had Nathan played into it?

That was an insane idea, particularly given how little influence the Emperor had played overall.

But the cause of the cascade remained a mystery.

“What about you?” Nathan asked.

“What about me?” Anna asked, avoiding his gaze.

“I’ve conquered a lot of territory for you, but it needed to be confirmed. Is that happening?” Nathan asked. Leopold had given permission for Anna to rule the newly conquered region, but the Diet needed to confirm it.

Otherwise, any noble could conquer random land and claim ownership of it. That would be a bad precedent to set.

Anna coughed. “I said there were twelve new members of the Princes College, didn’t I?”

“I assumed they were replacing Torneus,” Nathan said. “That’s you?”

“In a way…” Anna trailed off. She sighed. “I’m being granted the title of Imperial Countess, and Gharrick County is being extended all the way to Tartus. I’ll be given all the territory east of the Gharrick Mountains that you conquered, Tartus, plus a lot of the land close to it that you marched through. Milgar cited some ancient rule about how I had a claim to the land because you walked across it or some such nonsense.”

“You’re not a duchess?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t want to be a duchess,” Anna snapped. She froze, then looked away. After a few moments, she added, “Milgar is also giving me some of his territory to the south that is occupied by the beastkin.”

“Anna,” Nathan said.

Her lips thinned and she refused to look at him.

“Anna, I think we need to talk,” he said.

“We are talking.”

“No, I think we need to talk about things that don’t have to do with politics,” he said.

Nathan stepped up to her desk and sat on it. She glared up at him.

“So, let’s talk,” he said. “Why don’t you want to be duchess?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she muttered.

“Try me.”

Minutes passed in silence. Nathan’s coffee had long since gone cold as he had ignored it. Anna made another for herself and complained that it tasted terrible. Did she ever make her own coffee?

“Before you came here, my greatest dream was to turn Gharrick County into a place that my father would be proud of. To attract people to it, restore the merchant trade, and grow Trantia into a modern town,” Anna said eventually, her back turned to Nathan. “I felt that if I did that, I’d be accepted by other nobles.”

“Accepted?” Nathan asked.

“I mentioned before that most of the committees and councils my father sat on didn’t invite me to them. Despite my efforts, I never achieved anything in the Diet. Father had dreams and ideas. He never achieved any of them, but people listened. I wanted to make them a reality and prove that I am just as much a noble as he was,” Anna said.

Nathan kept his feelings off his face as he listened. Some of Anna’s behavior felt different now that he heard her speak like this.

“Then you arrived. You took me seriously, like all the nobles had taken my father. For the first time since I became countess, I had somebody who treated me like a countess, instead of another woman to be ignored. You asked for my help, cut through the nonsense, and understood what I was trying to do.”

Had he? Nathan frowned. “I’m pretty sure you’ve complained that I don’t ask for your help.”

“It’s my soldiers that you drag with you everywhere you go. My butler that runs your fortress and manages your finances. My county that ensures that you have food and supplies for your campaign. You organize things and tell me what to do, but it’s my power as countess that makes it all happen,” Anna said.

“And? Why don’t you want to be a duchess?” Nathan pressed.

“Because Gharrick County is my home, Nathan. My dreams are rather small,” she said, a sad smile on her lips. “That’s what bothered me so much about Alice. She appeared and took over your life for a few short weeks. And I realized that was where you were destined to be. I’m a countess. I want to run my corner of the world and make my people happy. I want to see people like Lord Fleitz brag about the success of their family brewery.”

Anna shook her head. “Alice’s life is terrifying. Hobbies don’t exist. She lives and breathes politics. Both of her grandfathers are some of the most powerful nobles in the Empire. Although she plays around with magic and swords, she’s an Imperial Princess. I’m not. One day, she’ll take you somewhere that I can’t go.”

Stepping up to Anna, Nathan took her arms. She stared at him, eyes wide.

“Is that your choice?” he asked.

Anna didn’t respond.

“Anna, I’ll respect a choice that you make. But you need to make it,” Nathan said. “I’m telling you that there is no destiny. No guarantees in life. If you want something, then you need to take it. Things only slip away because you choose to let them.”

Her lips parted.

A moment later, her hands gripped the back of Nathan’s head and she pressed herself against him in a hungry kiss. Her tongue pressed against his teeth, clumsily trying to find a way in. He took control of the kiss and bent her backward. Her leg rubbed against his calf.

They moved backward and fell onto the bed.

Anna stared up at him, eyes wide and glistening.

“Are you sure?” he asked. His hands run up her frilly black dress.

“I am,” she whispered. “I think you’d do well as Nathan von Clair.”

Her hands pulled him down and into another kiss. He raised her dress and lowered its top. Her small orbs bounced out, perfect for his hands. His lips closed over a nipple.

When he pulled away, she stared up at him with longing. Her red lingerie was soaked. He parted it. Stripping her down would take forever given what she was wearing. Juices poured over his hand, and she moaned as he ran his fingers lightly over her sex.

“Nathan, please,” Anna moaned. “I want my first to be you.”

Her request was music to his ears. He slipped his erect cock out and placed it against her entrance. She gasped from the slight pressure he applied against her. Her legs rested on his shoulders. She lay on the bed, and he was on his knees in front of her, ready to enter her.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Nathan,” she whined.

He entered her slowly. She hissed as he slid inside her. Her arms rose up, and she pouted at him.

“Hug,” she said.

He chuckled and obeyed. She gasped when the motion pressed her legs against the bed, almost doubling her over. He slid deeper inside of her, eventually bottoming out.

Moans and gasps escaped Anna. Nathan ran his fingers around her sex while kissing her and enjoying the sensation of her naked breasts rubbing against his chest. Her voice gradually turned sweet. She began bucking against him.

“Move. Please. This is what I’ve wanted,” she said. “I can feel you inside me.”

He moved. Her insides wrapped around his length, and heat rose rapidly inside him. He thrust into her in a steady rhythm. His thighs slapped against her fleshy ass, and juices ran down his balls. Slowly, he felt himself reaching climax.

Heat poured out of him. Anna’s eyes widened and she moaned, low and long.

When he pulled out, a trail of white connected his tip to her.

“Warm,” she said, running a finger over the gobs pouring out of her. “Sticky.” She made a face after tasting it. “Salty. Fei says she drinks this stuff daily. How?”

“I think she’s developed a taste for it,” Nathan said.

“Let’s stick with it going down here for now,” Anna said. “I’m guessing you’re using a contraceptive spell?”

“If I wasn’t, Fei would have been fighting in Tartus with a much bigger belly.”

“Good,” Anna said. “We can think about children later.”

Then Anna grabbed Nathan and pulled him onto the bed beside her. She got on top of him. “I’ve heard amazing things about your stamina. Given you’re still hard as a rock, let’s test it out.”


Chapter 41




“You seem awfully happy with yourself,” Kadria said. “And you can’t even complain that history is repeating itself now.”

“I can,” Nathan said. He browsed through the books in her shelves. Now that they were more than simply outlines, he was curious what they said. “A lot of things were terrifyingly similar to my past. What I got wrong was what was repeating. It’s like we skipped ahead to the part where the Federation collapsed.”

“You’re going to blame predetermination for that?” Kadria said.

Nathan frowned.

Her room had changed again.

No, calling it a room was wrong. It was now more like a small house.

The bedroom was just that. A bedroom. It had walls separating it from the dining room and bathroom. A long window allowed him to see into the adjacent room, however. Through there was the dining room set from his last visit. The kitchen was there as well, but larger.

Color had been added to the bathroom, and the bedroom now had visible purple carpet.

Nathan felt almost certain that Kadria’s mental world grew in complexity each time he claimed a binding stone. What would happen when he reached the level of power he had been in his timeline?

“You said Ifrit simplified things,” Nathan said. “Explain.”

“If you promise not to get mad if you don’t understand,” Kadria said.

He gave her a look. She rolled her eyes.

“Right, let me give you a short version that you can hopefully still understand,” she said. “Nobody’s controlling you or what you can do. There’s no fate or other such nonsense.”

“You said otherwise last time,” he accused.

“No, I said that worlds have events that are constant. I mentioned there are like a million billion different timelines of this world, right? We call those archetypes. You call this place Doumahr. Its existence is an archetype, and a lot of stuff happens in it. But there are timelines where it doesn’t exist, and other stuff happens—that’s a different archetype. I come from one of those, and it doesn’t have magic or demons or other crazy shit,” Kadria said.

“Then how do you know about magic?” Nathan asked.

“It’s, uh, complicated. Long story,” Kadria said, looking away from him. “But let’s just say there are big boy magical beings that make me look like an insect. They’re so fantastically powerful that they can’t even enter a world without ruining the fabric of reality. They basically exist between worlds. Crazy shit. They give Messengers their power and are responsible for demons. I’m betting your pal Ifrit left them out because he finds them spooky.”

“Or maybe they don’t exist?” Nathan suggested.

“Uh, I’ve met them. Interdimensional invader, remember?” Kadria pointed at herself. “Anyway, there is no fate, but these big boys do mess with things. Your worlds constantly get worse because my boss is actively invading your archetype. The more a timeline spirals out of control, the easier it becomes for him to interfere. Then a Messenger like me pops up and, poof, end of timeline. That’s why things feel predetermined, even though they’re not. Because there’s a very powerful being trying to end this timeline and he’s orchestrated a lot of little things to ensure he gets his way.”

Nathan stared at her. “You just admitted that you work for somebody trying to end all life.”

“He’s not really my boss. I don’t care what he thinks,” Kadria said, rolling her eyes. “Messengers are in this for themselves. I’ve already earned my freedom. We’re partners now.”

“Let’s move on from that topic,” Nathan said. His head hurt.

Ifrit had said that events played out the way they did because people were actively working toward war, and that happened to destroy the world. Now, Kadria had revealed that there was an even greater being at work.

The theory was the same, but the player Kadria spoke of was so grand that Nathan had no chance of stopping him.

Kadria seemed to think they could succeed. That would have to be good enough.

“Okay. Let’s talk about your latest squeeze.” Kadria grinned and leaned toward him. “That’s always a fun topic.”

“You mean Anna?”

The Messenger blinked. “Err, no. I don’t care about the boring noble. Give her a thousand kids for all I care. When she has one with magical potential, call me. I’m talking about your fox. The one with the big—” Kadria made grabbing motions in the air with her hands.

“Thank you for the mental images. Both of them,” Nathan drawled.

“No need to thank me,” Kadria said. “So, are you bringing her to visit me for a refresh?”

He stared at her. “Why?”

“Because you want your old love back, the fox of your dreams that saw the end of the world from beside you, and who is longing to be with you again,” Kadria said.

“Don’t do that,” Nathan said, tone dropping. “That Narime is dead. And the Narime with me isn’t and is with me by choice. Why the hell would I betray her?”

Kadria raised an eyebrow at him. After a few moments, she said, “Huh. I guess you really are learning fast. I figured I’d have more time to screw with you, but that’s part of the fun with you. You keep things exciting.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you’ve moved on from your old timeline faster than I thought you would,” Kadria said. She gave him a soft smile. “It took me a while to give up on the idea of returning to my old life. The idea that I could become a normal girl again and resume my studies. Learning to roll with the punches is hard. You seemed to like the fire girl a lot, so I figured…”

“I do like Sen,” Nathan admitted. “But she also helped me realize that I made a mistake. Sunstorm is less affected because she was always a bit…”

“Bloodthirsty? I love her collection of heads, by the way.” Kadria cackled.

“Yes, that,” Nathan said. “But Sen is completely different to both the bandit girl I captured and the timid, traumatized spellblade I rescued from the ruins of the Empire. Her energy lifts me up and I love her, but she’s nothing like the woman I loved in my old timeline. That Sen is dead. Gone forever. They’re all dead.”

Nathan looked up at the ceiling.

Giving him some peace, Kadria looked away.

After a few moments, Nathan said, “And that’s why I’ll learn to love and work with the women in this world. I won’t give up on them, because I still have all of my memories of them from my timeline. A second chance is better than no chance. But I can’t bring back the dead.”

Silence.

Nathan realized that he had long since stopped looking at the books. He couldn’t read them anyway. The languages they were written in ranged from vaguely familiar to complete nonsense.

He wandered over to Kadria and leaned on her head. It was a difficult thing to do, given her curly horns got in the way, but he managed it.

“I’m not an armrest,” Kadria grumbled, but she remained still. “Look on the bright side, you get to experience some new people, as well. Like that Seraph. She’s great.”

“She’s grown on me,” Nathan admitted.

“I can’t believe you’re not banging her,” Kadria said.

“She’s not interested in me.”

“Bullshit,” Kadria spat. “She wants you bad.”

Did she? Nathan didn’t think of himself as oblivious, as he had slept with plenty of women. Maybe Seraph was his blind spot. She had shown some interest in him, but he had written it off as teasing so far.

Maybe he would explore it later.

“Also, she’s like the minioniest minion to ever minion,” Kadria said. “I can’t believe her type. She’s reveling in everything you do.”

“She’s not a minion.”

“No, she’s merely your spymaster, administrator, general, former strongest duogem Champion, and is unquestionably loyal. Her gem abilities even ensure she rarely goes down before you do,” Kadria said, grinning.

Realizing that this conversation had been reduced to teasing, Nathan turned and began to leave. As he reached for the door, Kadria called out to him one last time.

“Oh, one more thing.”

He paused. Waited.

“How long has it been since you’ve prayed to your goddess?” Kadria asked, her voice filled with mirth.

Nathan left.

Then blinked as he stepped out into an occupied office.

Two mystic foxes turned to him. One was Narime, and the other was a man with four red tails. For a moment, Nathan thought his cover was blown.

“Nathan! I didn’t see you there,” Narime said, sounding flustered.

The other fox grimaced and looked away. He looked familiar.

Very familiar.

A pit formed in Nathan’s stomach.

“Kuda,” Nathan said. “Nice tails you have there.”

“Thank you. They take a considerable amount of effort each morning to maintain,” Kuda said, voice as smooth as always.

“You’ve never asked Anna to help? I imagine she would have jumped at the chance to brush four fox tails, instead of a single wolf tail,” Nathan said, face expressionless.

“I agree that she would have, but her father and I agreed to keep it a secret,” Kuda said.

“Her father knew, but she didn’t?” Nathan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I never intended to remain with the family for so long.” Kuda shrugged. “Then things worsened, and I felt obliged to shift from tutor to adviser.”

Narime looked between the two of them. “That’s your entire reaction?”

“I’ve suspected something was wrong from the beginning. Kuda doesn’t act like a normal wolf,” Nathan said. He took a seat. “But he’s been reliable and loyal to Anna. Unless you have reason to distrust him.”

Waiting patiently, the red fox looked at Narime. “Do you?”

Narime rolled her eyes. “I don’t. I just didn’t want to hide the fact I knew about Kuda from you, Nathan. But it also seemed easier for Kuda to reveal himself. This isn’t how I planned for it to happen.” She flushed, embarrassed at the idea she had somehow not noticed Nathan in his own office.

At least Kadria’s magic worked on the foxes. Not that he knew how it worked. It was probably mental magic.

Something occurred to Nathan at the thought of Kadria. “Kuda, Nurevia mentioned that you had suspicions about Falmir.”

“Ah, yes.” Kuda appeared thoughtful. “It was while we were sheltering in the basement, back when the Messenger attacked. The princess’s Champion was far too jumpy for my liking. She seemed to be eyeing both Anna and Princess Alice in a way I found discomforting. If I were unkind, I’d say that somebody had been listening to you when you said that the Messengers could attack without leaving the portal.”

“They were in the safest place in the fortress,” Nathan snapped. “Why the hell would I buy that excuse?”

“It probably felt like a convenient excuse for an assassin to take out two high-profile targets. Knowing that you wouldn’t believe her is cold comfort given how close the Champion was to killing two important women,” Kuda said. “In the end, I showed more of my power than I usually do, in order to protect Anna and Princess Alice. It worked, but I suspect Falmir became more suspicious of you.”

“Like I care,” Nathan grumbled.

But that was worrying. Not merely because an assassination attempt might have taken place. That was par for the course when Falmir was involved, and Nathan had been foolish not to consider it.

No, the worrying part was that Princess Charlotte had been present. Her Champion might not have acted, but he doubted that the princess was entirely unaware.

Nathan questioned many things about the princess he had once served unquestionably. Now, he questioned whether she was his enemy.

If Torneus hadn’t been responsible for the cascade, who had been? Emperor Gorthal had pulled off a heroic political victory. A large part of that had resulted from the failed negotiations, which had forced Nathan to invade the Federation. The Spires had even backed Nathan.

And present at every moment was the Kingdom of Falmir. They interfered while the Diet debated the war. They accompanied Alice, even if they avoided the negotiations themselves.

Nathan had finally changed history. There was no danger of a massive war destroying the Empire and the Federation collapsing into a demon-infested wasteland. Torneus had surrendered peacefully, instead of instigating a civil war. Somehow, Nathan had even risen to massive political power and gained the approval of the dark elves.

Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was stuck in the middle of something much bigger. Nathan didn’t know what was coming next.

His next steps would be entirely blind, just like in his original timeline.

Narime smiled at him, and Nathan remembered why he was doing this. He was older, wiser, and more experienced now. But some things never changed.

“Let’s have some lunch,” Nathan said. “Maybe put your tails away, Kuda. Although you should probably show them to Anna.”

Nathan was taking back the life he had lost in that brief, awful night. For the time being, he allowed himself to enjoy it.

END OF BOOK 2
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Chapter 1




Nathan sat alone in his office as dawn arrived. The sun crept over the fortress of Gharrick Pass and shined through the narrow window in his office. Noticing that sunlight had lit up the room, Nathan raised his hand and flicked off the far light switch with a flash of magic. A moment later, the lights flickered off, as the magic that powered them vanished.

If Nathan felt generous, he’d describe his office as cozy. It contained his desk, a large table in the center that seated four, and rows of shelves along the walls. Neat stacks of paperwork lined his desk, and he slowly worked through them. A clock ticked in the corner and a map of the region hung on the wall.

“Nathan, you missed breakfast,” a familiar voice whined.

A beautiful cat beastkin appeared in the open doorway carrying two plates of food. She had luscious black hair, tufted black cat ears, and a bushy tail that always seemed to need grooming—especially this morning, as her hair and tail looked to be a complete mess. Her black and silver uniform accentuated her curves, and especially her hefty bust. A sapphire gem glittered in her collarbone.

“I have a meeting with Narime and Seraph this morning, Fei,” Nathan said, turning his attention back to his paperwork. He paused. “Did you at least bring a coffee?”

Fei rolled her eyes, then turned to her side. “Bring Nathan a coffee.”

A pair of guards stood outside Nathan’s office at all hours, and they jumped to attention in response to Fei’s order.

“Yes, Captain!” one of the guards shouted. The hallway filled with the clatter of her boots.

Then Fei stepped inside the office and deposited the food. Nathan noticed that her plate contained a lot more. Enough to feed ten men, in fact. Fei ate enough to bankrupt the average baron in a month, and nobody knew where it all went. Her plate was loaded down with meat, fried eggs, and hashed potatoes. Nathan’s was far tamer.

Nathan blinked as he noticed a purple, metal comb sitting on his desk, next to his cutlery.

“Is this some sort of imported knife?” he joked, preparing to cut into his breakfast sausages with the comb.

Fei shot to her feet with a strangled scream. “Don’t you dare!”

“Relax, Fei.” He laughed. “Finish your food. Then I’ll comb out your hair and tail if you’re well behaved. But only if I get my coffee.”

The catgirl redirected her glare to the doorway, and she wolfed down her food with a glower. Only when the guard returned with a steaming mug of coffee did she cheer up.

After she finished her food, Fei planted herself next to him. Her humming filled the office as she waited patiently for Nathan to begin combing her hair. Black cat ears twitched cutely in his peripheral vision, and he gave in without much struggle.

As he spent the next thirty minutes taking care of his catgirl, Nathan let his thoughts wander.

Over two months had passed since he had invaded the Federation. One month since the Amica Federation had officially become part of the Anfang Empire. Nathan was a Bastion of the Empire, and that made him a military commander with immense power. But reality was more complicated.

A little over twelve months ago, Nathan had lived in a different kingdom, defending a fortress at the edge of the known world. He had lost everything, and then been offered the chance to go back in time to change it all. Or so he had thought.

In truth, he now stood in a different world than the one he had been born in. He had been born Nathan Martel, but had taken over the life and body of Nathan Straub. But most things remained the same, and he had used his knowledge of the future to prevent the end of the world.

That was why he could enjoy this quiet morning with Fei. Over the last year, he had stopped the demonic invasion that happened in his original world, captured the instigator, and then conquered the Federation.

“What’s the meeting about?” Fei asked, her back still turned to him as he focused on her hair.

“We’ll be going over the work to be done while I’ll be away,” Nathan answered.

“Away?” Fei spun around, then yelped as she yanked the comb out of his hand in the process.

Nathan straightened her head, then resumed taming her hair. “I know it’s early, but you do remember that we’re leaving to visit Vera and Anna tomorrow, right?”

“We?” Fei remained silent for several seconds. “Oh. Whoops. I forgot.”

Resisting the urge to bonk his catgirl on the head, Nathan said, “Remind me again who is in charge of my knights? Who is the beastkin that all of my soldiers are beginning to look up to and call captain, and think so highly of? Is it you, who forgot to give them orders while you’ll be away for a week or more?”

“Um, yes?” Fei squeaked out. “I probably told Kara about it, so it should be fine.”

Kara was Fei’s lieutenant who helped her do her job. Or, realistically, did her job for her. If Nathan felt mean, he’d say that Fei’s job was to look pretty while stabbing things. But she was very good at that, so he forgave her.

“Don’t rely on your lieutenant to do everything,” he said. “I gave you, Sunstorm, and Sen promotions before we attacked the Federation because I felt you deserved it. You still need to prove to me that you do.”

Fei grumbled, but remained silent.

Nathan was a Bastion. One of the most powerful and influential individuals in the world. He controlled reality-bending binding stones that dotted the world, and in turn had some of the strongest warriors in the Empire under his command. Fei was one of those warriors, known as a Champion. The sapphire that gleamed in her collarbone was proof that she was one.

He commanded multiple other Champions. Sunstorm was another—an assassin born in the Kurai Peninsula, but who grew up in the Federation after her homeland was overrun by demons. Another one was Sen, who was a powerful spellblade possessed by the spirit Ifrit. Both Sen and Sunstorm knew about Nathan’s past, but had incomplete memories of it.

“Oh, I didn’t know Fei was invited to this meeting,” a new voice said from the doorway.

Nathan and Fei looked over to see a gorgeous fox woman slink in wearing a figure-hugging blue dress. A pair of sapphires shimmered in her collar, and six massive, fluffy, silver tails flowed behind her body.

This was Narime, another of Nathan’s Champions. She strode over to Nathan and planted a heated kiss on his lips. Fei whined in protest, but remained still due to the comb in her hair.

“No fair,” Fei said.

“Oh, hush. You claim him like this every morning,” Narime said as she pulled away. “Why don’t we hold our meeting outside, Nathan? It’s a glorious spring day and it’s nearly summer. Perfect weather to sit together outside and talk while basking in each other’s company, our hands linked, and my tails wrapped around your body.”

Fei pouted. “But my tail…”

“Goddess, I’ll let him finish grooming you,” the fox said. “Then we’ll go outside.”

Nathan didn’t interrupt the play-fighting between his Champions. He shared his bed with both of these women, if not at the same time. While Fei grew more adventurous toward his other lovers, Narime remained nervous. But Nathan loved them all equally.

Although he made sure that Fei’s jealousy never got out of control. He found her cattiness adorable, but only in small doses.

Nathan finished combing out Fei’s tail, and she made her happiness plain to everybody with the scent she gave off. A moment later, Narime hoisted him from his chair and yanked him away from his desk.

“Oh, and Fei?” Narime called out to the dazed catgirl. “Make sure that everything is ready before you leave. I’ll be very disappointed if I have to chase things up, or if Nathan needs to cover for you.”

Fei squeaked, but her response was lost as Nathan and Narime left.

They quickly found themselves in the rear courtyard. Given the time and weather, the dining area out here was packed with soldiers and knights. Servants rushed about with food and drink, while the soldiers bantered and laughed.

Nathan noted that a lot of his beastkin knights wore a patch on their uniform. It was an altered crest of Nathan’s family—the family that had disowned him years ago.

The normal crest consisted of a stylized helmet on top of a white shield and black background. The altered crest added a pair of black cat ears and a series of different animal tails around the helmet.

He clicked his tongue as he passed the soldiers, but said nothing openly. Narime noticed.

The eyes of his female knights followed him as he passed them. He pretended not to notice the lust in their eyes, or the way their tails wagged when he passed them. A few said hello, or called out to him as he passed, and he made sure to respond. He had grown used to their attention over the last several months.

Narime led him to one of the quieter spots in the rear courtyard of the castle, away from the feasting soldiers.

“How are you settling in?” Nathan asked her.

Narime had only joined Nathan as a Champion when he invaded the Federation. But he had known her for years in his world, which meant he trusted her implicitly. She had centuries of experience under her belt, and he trusted her strategic advice above almost anyone else’s.

Naturally, he had given her overall command of military deployments in his absence. If something happened, he knew she could handle it. Officially, that meant Narime was in charge of Fei.

In practice, things were more complicated.

“It’s difficult,” Narime admitted. “I can settle into the fortress, learn the region, the customs, and everything else within days. That was the easy part. What’s harder is… everything else. I’ve spent years in the Federation. Even though it’s now part of the Empire, that doesn’t mean it magically changes overnight. Even if the Empire abolishes beastkin slavery. People don’t change just because their cities fly new flags.”

“I guess that’s the problem with a peaceful annexation,” Nathan said. “Other than Torneus, all the regents became dukes in the Empire.”

High Lord Torneus had been the instigator behind the war between the Empire and the Federation. When Nathan toppled him, the Federation had surrendered. In exchange, the Empire had taken no punitive action.

Torneus’s territory had been split up. Most of it had been given to the noblewoman Anna von Clair, who was one of Nathan’s closest allies and his lover. Nathan had become a national hero overnight.

“And Anna became a duchess,” Narime pointed out. “I’m still surprised at that. She convinced herself to only be an Imperial Countess and let you move past her. Then you made her a very happy little noble and she convinced the Emperor to make her a duchess instead. For you.”

“She was always supposed to become duchess,” Nathan said. “Once she knew I supported her, she was offered the position they wanted her to take to begin with.”

“Planning to become Nathan von Clair anytime soon?” the fox teased.

“I’m pretty sure she’s measured my ring finger while I’ve slept,” Nathan joked. “But I don’t think we’ll be marrying any time soon. Or having children.”

“Good.” Narime leaned over and shrouded him in her tails. “It’s so much easier to share you while you don’t have a wife.”

Nathan changed the topic, before Narime did anything she shouldn’t while in public. “You said that people don’t change, but that’s why I need you to help. The world changes day by day. Once people get used to peace and the new way things are done, they’ll expect the future to remain that way.”

“True,” Narime said. She leaned away. “People can change. I’m changing, because of you.”

A cough interrupted them. Narime narrowed her eyes.

“How did you find us so fast?” the fox said, turning to the new arrival.

“Because I’m not stupid,” Seraph said, amusement laced through her voice. “I asked whether anyone had seen Nathan when I arrived here through the gateway. Do you really think people won’t notice you flirting with him out in the open?”

Nathan looked over at the castle. Dozens of beastkin knights stared at him, their ears and tails pricked up. Fei had joined them, sitting next to her dog beastkin lieutenant.

Given the excellent hearing of most beastkin, he wondered how private his discussion truly was.

A moment later, he cast a magic ward to stop eavesdropping. The beastkin ears lowered.

Nathan sighed. Of course.

“Well, you’re both here. Let’s start the meeting,” he said, gesturing Seraph to sit on the opposite side of the table they sat at.

Seraph held an exotic beauty in comparison to most of his Champions. Like Sunstorm, she hailed from Kurai but she was older. A pair of jade gems sat in her chest. Her red and black cheongsam hugged her figure tightly and her eyes had a dangerous gleam to them.

But she was loyal. Most importantly, Nathan relied on her to run a lot of his administrative matters. She had originally been his enemy, but now served him with without question.

“I’ve noticed that the crests have increased in number,” Seraph said, referring to the patches that the beastkin wore on their shoulders.

“Thank you for raising a topic I wanted to avoid,” Narime replied, her tone acidic.

“It’s wise to tackle our problems head-on.”

“Settle down, ladies,” Nathan said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “The crest is treasonous. I don’t like it. The problem is, discouraging it hasn’t worked. Do we know why, yet?”

“Anna’s encouraging it,” Seraph said simply. “And the beastkin think it’s a sign of loyalty to you. There are a lot of people upset about the end of beastkin slavery in the Federation, so many of your knights feel defensive.”

Nathan held back a sigh. All of that added up, but he supposed he had only himself to blame. He had chosen to focus on recruiting beastkin knights, given the physical advantages they had over humans.

“I don’t think it’s as big of a problem as you say,” Narime said. “They’re showing loyalty to you. Given how tense things are in the Empire right now, I don’t think that’s a mistake.”

“I’m not a private noble like Anna,” Nathan explained. “I serve Emperor Gorthal and nobody else. If my soldiers show fealty to me rather than their actual liege, it raises questions about my loyalty. History is full of examples of what happens when armies are more loyal to their general than to their nations.”

“Are you planning to overthrow the Emperor?” Seraph asked.

“No.”

“Just checking,” Seraph said.

He rolled his eyes. “But it will look that way. Or it will be a convenient excuse for bad actors who want to paint me in a negative light.”

“The Nationalists will paint you in a bad light anyway. They’re pushing for a civil war and you worry them, Nathan. You’ve become a hero overnight,” Narime insisted. “But if you want to discourage the crests, I’ll continue to push. Fei can help.”

And that brought things back to his original topic.

“Both of you spend a lot of time away from Gharrick Pass, unlike Fei and the others,” Nathan said. “I have teleportation gateways to connect all of my binding stones except the one at Castle Tartus, where Anna is. We should use them more often.”

“My office is a lot nicer than yours,” Seraph said with a smirk.

“You’re ignoring my point,” he replied.

Narime sighed. “Like I said, it’s harder to settle in than it appears. Gharrick Pass is Fei’s turf. As Champions, we move between the fortresses instantly. But the knights and soldiers don’t. I help you run the military, but I’m better known up north in Castle Forselburg because it’s former Federation territory. I’ll force my way in here with enough time, but as Fei gets better at commanding, there will be less reason to boss her around.”

Nathan wanted to object, but he knew better.

In his world, Fei grew up to a worldly and reliable woman. She had been Nathan’s most reliable Champion in many ways. Writing her off because she still needed time to grow into her position would be a mistake.

“I’d still like to see you around here more,” he said.

“I’m still busy,” Seraph said. “I’ve already established Fort Taubrum as an administrative hub. More people can visit it than Gharrick Pass, anyway.” She paused. “I’ll make an effort to visit more often. But I don’t need to see your paperwork to imagine how much there is. We’re trying to rebuild after a war while preparing for another one.”

He grimaced. She had succinctly covered his concerns.

It was late spring, and the first harvest of the year was rapidly approaching. Nathan knew that everything was far more complicated this year. An invasion had happened. Countries had dissolved. Laws, taxes, and land ownership were shifting beneath the feet of the farmers.

In the end, the people he protected just wanted to grow their food and go about their day. They didn’t want to worry about bandits, silly tax changes, nobles they had never met, or changes to slavery laws when most of them had never even seen a beastkin.

Nathan had more people to protect than ever, and land that thrived.

In his world, nobody worked a lot of the land he now protected. It had been overrun by demons. How many of these soldiers had died in his original world? Almost all of them, he knew.

This peace had been won through the blood of an entire world that only Nathan knew about.

Yet that peace remained as fragile as ever.

“Leave the future to me,” Nathan said. “I’m about to visit Anna and talk to her about politics. There may be a civil war brewing, but we can’t spend all our time worrying about it.”

“That’s what this meeting is about, isn’t it?” Narime teased. “How we replace you while you’re gone?”

“And here I thought you had already replaced me everywhere except the bedroom. If I vanish, do you even need me to do anything, Seraph?” he asked with a wink.

“Don’t joke about that,” Seraph said. “I’d need to find ten men to handle the amount of work I send to you. You are going to hire more clerks to help me, right? Kuda’s team is great, but we control nearly ten times the territory now.”

“Yes, I will,” he promised.

“Good. Now, let’s talk business,” Seraph said, and they got down to the details.

The day after the meeting, Nathan left with Fei and a company of beastkin knights. His destination was a fortress to the east of Gharrick Pass, on the border of Anna’s duchy. It lay to the north of the duchy’s capital of Tartus.

Nathan was the only Bastion in the duchy, and he had complete command of the Imperial Army in the region. And also of Anna’s army, given how close he was to her. That meant he was responsible for protecting everything inside its borders. But this visit was special. He was visiting a friend that he had promised to train to be a Bastion—the sorceress Vera Nair.

A small fort sat in a rocky, infertile part of the region among abandoned quarries and mines. The locals had several names for it, as the fort was ancient. But these days, it was known as Kravum Rock, named after a famous Bastion.

The fort was tiny and weathered. A single layer of tall sandstone walls sat on overlooking bluffs. A much taller keep stood within those walls, and it was also built from sandstone.

A handful of soldiers bearing Anna’s emblem greeted Nathan as he rode in. Fei took charge of her knights. He took the opportunity to slip inside the keep, while she ran through a few short drills and had them unpack their supplies.

Despite the weathered exterior, the inside was fully furnished and clean. Nobody greeted him, however. In fact, there was nobody inside at all.

The keep was a tall, narrow building. The central hall occupied most of the interior, and Nathan saw an empty meeting space at the far end. Vera was alone here, besides the few soldiers outside. Nathan doubted that she’d redecorated. Most likely this place hadn’t seen much use.

A double door gate stood at the far end. Magical runes glittered on it, preventing access. Nathan was the only person who knew how to open the gate. He had engraved those runes into the door, after all.

If somebody looked at the keep from the outside, they wouldn’t see the other side of that gate, however. It didn’t lead anywhere in this plane of existence.

Ignoring it, Nathan instead descended into the basement.

The moment he reached the bottom level of the keep, he heard mumbling. As expected, Vera was down here.

This level of the basement consisted of a single large room. A glowing orb sat in the stone flooring, surrounded by decorative engravings and writing. The orb appeared to be a dull monochromic white, with two black bands running across its surface. It was known as a binding stone, a magical artifact that enabled its controller to bend the fabric of reality.

Nathan controlled four binding stones. That made him extremely powerful, as far as Bastions went. Normally, the farther a Bastion got from his binding stones, the less powerful he became. But with multiple binding stones, he had an immense reserve of power to draw on.

A gorgeous woman stood next to the orb. She wore a blue robe and gleaming white jacket that emphasized her hefty cleavage. Her usual assortment of golden jewelry was nowhere to be seen, however. Her flowing red hair fell to her waist.

“Waste enough time down here?” Nathan said loudly as he exited the staircase.

The woman, Vera, turned. She smiled at Nathan. “I wouldn’t call it a waste. I’m a sorceress, and what better way to learn more about magical theory than to observe it in the real world?”

“You’ll think otherwise once I just tell you about this stuff, even if I’m taking it slow,” Nathan said. “The more you learn about binding stones, Messengers, and the way magic works, the more your faith is tested. That’s why Bastions take oaths to Omria not to share or abuse those secrets or the power of the stones.”

“And it’s why heresy is so dangerous,” Vera added with a frown.

Both of them grimaced, but for different reasons.

Vera had flirted with heresy when she had worked with the Federation last year. Although she had sided with Nathan and the Empire in the end, it still raised questions about her.

By contrast, Nathan was up to his neck in heresy. The difference was that almost nobody knew. When his world had been destroyed, he had sided with a demonic Messenger—one of the greatest enemies of a Bastion—in order to have a second chance. He didn’t regret his decision, but it made his words ring hollow.

His faith in the Watcher Omria had been tested.

And it had shattered.

Nathan gestured for her to join him on a walk upstairs. They began to ascend, and he locked the doors behind them.

“How slow is ‘slow?’” Vera asked.

“As slow as I feel is necessary,” he said. “Power changes people. A binding stone is power on a level that most people can’t comprehend. Bastions can create precious metals from nothing. They command elite warriors capable of destroying armies. Women throw themselves at them—men in your case.”

“No, thank you,” Vera said flatly. “I already told you that I’m not interested in that side of things. My entire life has been one of seclusion, and I liked it that way.”

“That doesn’t help your argument for becoming a Bastion.”

She remained silent as they walked through the empty main hall. They walked up the steps to the upper floors, until they reached Vera’s private quarters. Like everything else in the keep, it was small and cramped. Most of the room was taken up by magical knick-knacks, but there was a tidy bed and dressing table.

“I’m willing to change to become a Bastion. A lot is changing in my life. It’s why I came here early and left my tower behind,” Vera said. “You’re giving me the chance for something that I nearly gave up on. But I’m not interested in a legion of subservient beastkin whose tails wag whenever I’m near them, and whose expressions scream ‘breed me.’”

“I feel you’re making a statement,” Nathan said. He leaned against the open window in the room.

“I am. But that’s not what I’m getting at. I saw what happened to Leopold when we fought the Messenger. He’s considered one of the greatest Bastions of the Empire, and he nearly died. That was the price he was willing to pay for being a Bastion.” Vera closed her eyes.

Ah, Leopold Tyrim. Nathan’s superior and the right hand of the Emperor. He was a cunning old man who had staunchly supported Nathan.

“That’s what it means to be a Bastion, Vera. As immensely powerful as you’ll become, it’s tied with the duty to fend off endless waves of demons,” Nathan said. “Right now, I’ve sealed away the demonic portal of this fortress using runes. But the demons will be gathering. Once you become a Bastion, we’ll need to go through that gate and destroy them.”

He was referring to the double door gate in the main hall of the keep.

Every binding stone came with a dangerous penalty. A portal to Hell—or some other strange world—was permanently connected to the location of each binding stone. Demons constantly invaded through them. Rarely, a powerful demonic general, known as a Messenger, attacked.

Messengers were like Bastions amped up to the nth degree. A Messenger had defeated Nathan in his original world, defeating countless Champions effortlessly. A couple of months ago, he had defeated a Messenger in this world with Vera’s and Leopold’s help. Leopold had nearly died in the battle.

Vera sighed. “I know. It’s the part of being a Bastion that I both welcome and dread.” She changed the topic. “Are you visiting Anna soon?”

He raised an eyebrow at the sudden topic change. “That’s the plan. But first, I think we should spend a few days going over some basic Bastion training.”

Vera brightened up at the change of topic. The training allowed Nathan to focus on something simple.

After a few days, he left Vera and the knights behind at Kravum Rock. He and Fei prepared to ride south, to Tartus.

One of Vera’s topics sprung to mind as he mounted his horse.

“Change, huh,” he said, staring at the cloudless horizon.

A lot had changed for Nathan, and he had changed a lot. The world he lived in now had nothing in common with the world he came from. Predicting the future was impossible.

But he was still a Bastion, and had years of experience and the support of many talented people. Fei smiled at him and he smiled back.

They rode to Tartus, where he would meet Anna in the capital of her new duchy. They needed to make preparations for the coming problems.


Chapter 2




The city of Tartus hadn’t changed much since joining the Empire. It had been the capital of its province in the Federation. Now it was the capital of its duchy in the Empire.

Nathan and Fei navigated through the dense urban sprawl of the city. Marble, granite, and wooden buildings stood side by side in a manner that should appear ramshackle, but somehow looked normal. Local guards swapped out their Federation crests for Anna’s emblem.

Markets ran day and night in the city, and a throng of people filled the streets. Nathan kept his hands free to bat away pickpockets who got too close. Not that he needed to bother. Everybody recognized him. The crowds cleared a path as he rode.

Nathan arrived at Tartus’s palace. It was a squat marble building formed of columns, with a series of steps to gain access to the building itself. Guards patrolled around the base of the building.

At the top of the steps was something that had changed drastically since the city had joined the Empire, however.

Heavily armed and armored beastkin knights stood guard. They wore the same uniforms as Fei’s knights, except that they also had Anna’s emblem on their armor. As Nathan approached, they slammed their fists into their breastplates. A deafening boom echoed off the marble structure.

Other knights heard the salute and repeated it. The noise continued for over a minute.

Nathan walked past them and entered the palace. Long ago, this building had been the gathering hall for village chiefs and nobles. Over time, as Tartus grew in size, it became a palace.

Its former occupant had been High Lord Torneus, who was now in the custody of the dark elves of the Aurelian Spires. Nathan had personally seen to that.

Clerks and servants wandered the halls of the palace. Nathan recognized some, but far from all of them. A senior servant told Nathan that Anna was lurking in her study, so that was where he and Fei went.

“Everybody here is wearing your crest,” Fei said, poking Nathan in the side.

He frowned at that. While Anna had been encouraging the emblem among the beastkin, she had stopped short of doing so among her personal guards. She was new here, and Tartus had been on the verge of riots before Nathan swept in.

“More than beastkin are wearing them here,” Nathan said as they stopped in front of Anna’s study.

“Of course they are,” a new voice chirped next to them. “You and Anna are together. We can show our support for the Liberator and support our duchess at the same time, Lord Nathan.”

He suppressed a grimace and turned to face the newcomer. An attractive woman only a few years older than Fei beamed at him. She had long blonde hair and pricked horse ears, a long silken horse tail, and wore the same uniform that Fei did. Two garnets gleamed from her collarbone.

“Fyre, was it?” Nathan asked, remembering the Champion’s name. “We met in passing when you first arrived here with Duke Terrius.”

Fyre’s eyes lit up and her ears shot bolt upright. “Yes, my lord! But I don’t have anything to do with any of the other dukes anymore. Although I may be a Champion in service to one of Duke Terrius’s Bastions, I serve you and Duchess Anna in every conceivable way.”

Fei scowled at Fyre. Before the catgirl did anything foolish, Nathan gave her a push. Rolling her eyes, Fei went ahead.

Fyre followed Fei with her eyes for a few seconds, before turning back to Nathan with a more subdued gaze. “Is there anything wrong with showing you our support, Liberator?”

Drumming his fingers on his leg, Nathan wondered how open he should be with this Champion.

He knew little about her. One of his other Champions, Narime, had recommended her. Fyre had become a duogem Champion in the Federation while slavery was still practiced, which spoke well of her abilities. Surely, she knew of the dangerous political situation?

“It’s not your support that’s the problem, Fyre,” Nathan said, half-lying. Truthfully, he found her idolization of him deeply uncomfortable. “But what do you think everybody else sees? The Empire just arrived. The merchants and villagers will see division when we need to be presenting a united front.”

A frown initially formed on Fyre’s face as he spoke. Slowly, it vanished and she smiled brightly at him. She snapped off a salute.

“I get it, my lord,” she chirped, her eyes practically glowing. “I’ll talk to the others about being less obvious.”

He wasn’t sure she did get it, but he’d take what he could get. Fyre was a beastkin Champion from the Federation, so she was bound to be influential here.

After returning the salute, Nathan stepped into Anna’s study. Fyre watched his every move.

“Getting to know your latest Champion?” Anna greeted him when he entered, her voice dry.

Nathan closed the door and pretended that he hadn’t heard Fyre whine in response to his action. The study was warded against eavesdropping, and the horsegirl had clearly intended to do exactly that.

Despite the name, Anna’s study was closer to a lounge. A few black sofas with plush upholstery dominated the room. A large desk in the corner allowed the room to technically be called a study. The architecture itself was dated, with tiny, claustrophobic windows, vaulted ceilings, and huge cornices. But the furnishings and paint gave the room a sleek feeling.

Nathan froze when he saw a large black door at the far end. It looked incredibly out of place, and nobody else paid any attention to it.

Probably because they couldn’t see it. The black door was a doorway to another world that only Nathan could see. It belonged to the Messenger he had made his dark deal with.

He chose to ignore it.

A petite woman with dirty blonde hair done up in curls lounged on one sofa. Anna had been letting her hair grow out since she met Nathan. Her hair had once been shoulder length, and was stretching farther and farther down her back every time he found time to be with her.

She wore a ruffled black dress that had slits in all the right places, and the way she moved her legs gave Nathan tantalizing glimpses of what he had to look forward to tonight.

“Hungry, are we? Did you hold back while you were staying with Vera?” Anna asked with a smile.

She rose from her seat and approached Nathan. He swept her in his arms and drew her into a kiss. His hands quickly wandered and investigated what he’d spied earlier. Anna moaned into his mouth. She rubbed his back, surrendering to him.

A stare bore into Nathan. The catgirl responsible didn’t make a noise, but she made her presence known.

Nathan pulled away from Anna, who gasped for air when he released her.

“Wow. I don’t see you for a couple of weeks and you try to kill me with a kiss,” Anna said with wide eyes. “Please don’t tell me that’s what tonight’s going to be like? I’ve heard from the others that you can sometimes be a little more impressive down there.”

“Oh, you haven’t seen it?” Fei crooned, her voice oozing with superiority. The smirk on her face spoke volumes. “Nathan’s best at his biggest.”

“Fei, enough,” Nathan said, rolling his eyes. “Be a good kitty.”

She clicked her tongue. “Fiiiine.” Her smirk didn’t vanish. “But I wasn’t lying. He’s totally better like that.”

“I’d believe you, but you also told me that he tasted great. Your opinions in the bedroom are a little lopsided, Fei,” Anna said.

Nathan and Anna dropped onto the sofas. As Fei had been cattier lately, Nathan avoided sitting next to either woman. He sat opposite Fei instead.

Not that it mattered. Fei jumped over the coffee table and sat next to him. Her tail curled around his back and she purred.

Anna rolled her eyes. “So, what do you think of Fyre?”

“I’ve met her twice. It’s hard to have an opinion of her,” Nathan said.

“Really? Because you seemed to form an opinion of Fei and the others pretty quickly.” Anna narrowed her eyes at him.

Damn, good catch.

Nathan had known Fei and most of his Champions from his original world. But to everybody else, his ability to judge people’s characters was uncannily good.

“I had reports on Fei from her meisters in the academy. Plus, she’s a young girl from the beastkin enclave near Gharrick. Fyre has fought for the Federation her entire life. She has… baggage here.” Nathan frowned. “I trusted her because Narime did. Have you gotten along with her?”

“Better than I expected,” Anna said. “I didn’t know if I’d be able to trust a Champion that isn’t yours, but she’s so starry-eyed about you it’s adorable.”

“Adorable,” Nathan said flatly.

Fei pouted.

“Yes, adorable,” Anna repeated. “There’s something different about her, compared to the other beastkin. Fyre seems almost pure when she talks about you.” She shrugged in response to his look. “I can’t put it in words, but it makes her easy to trust. She’s been reliable and a huge help as I try to settle in.”

Nathan winced. “I take it that’s been rough?”

“Rough doesn’t begin to cover it.” Anna huffed. “The desk in my office is piled this high with paperwork.” She raised a hand as high as she could for effect. “My calendar fills with meetings if I don’t fill it first. The only reason I eat with other people is because Fyre joins me for meals, because otherwise I’m eating while working.”

“What’s this, then?” Nathan asked, gesturing to the study that was noticeably empty of any work.

Anna coughed. Her cheeks reddened, and she looked away. She mumbled something under her breath.

Given Fei’s ears pricked up and the catgirl smiled, Nathan assumed it was something cute.

“I’m afraid I didn’t catch that,” he asked innocently.

“Are you going to make me say it?” Anna grumbled.

“Yes.”

“Bastard.”

He waited patiently, while Fei giggled next to him.

“I cleared my calendar when I found out you were coming,” Anna said, face red as a cherry. “Fyre helped a lot. Shooed away courtiers, rearranged meetings, and ensured my clerks were dealing with any important paperwork today and tomorrow. I should be able to spend some time with you, given I haven’t seen you for weeks, right?”

Well, that certainly explained some of Anna’s appreciation of Fyre. Nathan felt some in turn.

“We should probably discuss the situation despite that,” Nathan said. “But I’m glad we have some time to ourselves for… fun.”

Fei prodded him in the side.

“Can I get him to myself for a night, first?” Anna suggested, her eyes narrowing at Fei’s unsubtle attempt to inject herself into the situation.

“For a night,” Fei declared, taking a mile when offered an inch.

“Have you finished the move?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t think I’ll ever finish the move,” Anna said. “I’m beginning to realize how silly this whole duchy is. I spent my life being raised to take care of a little county, and everything I learned related to it and the Diet. Voting procedures, committees, laws, and fairly minor procedural matters. Now I’m one of the most powerful and wealthiest nobles, other than the archdukes.”

Both Nathan and Anna sighed.

Before he had invaded the Federation, Anna had been the countess he worked with as Bastion. She governed a moderately sized parcel of land called Gharrick County. It had been a border county that ran along the Gharrick Mountains, which separated the Federation and Empire.

When the Federation surrendered to the Empire and the regents were converted into dukes, the question had been what to do with High Lord Torneus’s former province. Most of it had been given to Anna, who had been promoted to duchess.

“Regretting your decision to become a duchess, rather than stay countess?” Nathan asked.

“Never,” Anna snapped, glaring at Nathan. She bit her lip. “You were right to call me out when I initially refused to become duchess. It’s not like things would be better if I remained a countess. Milgar gave me all this land anyway. The only difference is that…” she trailed off.

Neither of them needed to say more.

Anna had almost chosen to step out of Nathan’s life a month ago. Nathan had confronted her over it, and discovered her true feelings. The result had been that she had negotiated with the Emperor and Milgar to become a duchess, instead of remaining as countess.

It was also the reason she was going to be curled up against him tonight.

“Has Archduke von Milgar given you a hand in anything?” Nathan asked, changing the topic. “If you’re so overwhelmed, surely he’d help a noble allied with him and the Emperor.”

“He’s handling a lot of the political bullshit. There are eleven new dukes plus me, the Diet has been in a constant state of chaos since the Emperor announced all the new nobles in the Federation, and—oh, right—there’s a war on.” Anna scowled. “I think I get a dozen threatening letters a day from Nationalist-aligned nobles about why I’m not sending you and all of my knights up to Trafaumh.”

“Fucking hell,” Nathan muttered.

The Nationalists were a powerful faction of nobles in the Empire that believed in Imperial supremacy over the rest of the world. Nathan’s father was a powerful member of the faction. They had been implicated in a lot of problems last year, and were the cause of a war with the Empire’s northern neighbor, Trafaumh.

“The letters get screened, so you don’t need to worry about any of them killing me. Fyre did bodyguard duty for Terrius and was in charge of protecting a portal, so she’s experienced.” Anna smiled. “I miss Kuda’s coffee, but there’s something nice about a knight who openly lusts for the man you’re sleeping with.”

Something told Nathan that most women wouldn’t share Anna’s opinion. Then again, most women weren’t in a relationship like Anna’s. Fei was far from the only woman that she had to share Nathan with, after all.

“Speaking of coffee, why don’t we have something to drink?” Nathan suggested.

Anna and Fei nodded in response. For some reason, he half-expected Fyre to burst through the door with a tray of drinks, but nothing happened. She either hadn’t penetrated the room’s wards or was smart enough not to give herself away.

He rose and found a table with refreshments. While he used the magic-powered percolator to prepare coffee for himself and Anna, he poured a glass of milk for Fei. While she’d drink coffee and tea, her preferences were for cold drinks. Given her alcohol tolerance, he added a glug of cream liqueur to the milk.

“Is the land the problem?” Fei asked while his back was turned.

How rare. Fei rarely spoke up during discussions like these. Usually, she dutifully listened and asked Nathan questions later.

“Not the land itself, but the variety,” Anna said. “I rule three distinct regions now. Gharrick County, Tartus, and the beastkin enclave that you grew up in. The enclave takes care of itself, but I’m split between Gharrick and Tartus.”

“Isn’t that normally why you have other nobles?” Fei asked.

Nathan chuckled. “Yes, that’s exactly why.”

“That’s easier said than done. My family ran Gharrick for years. It’s a tiny place in the boonies. Finding somebody to run the county is difficult, at least until my brother returns from the war against Trafaumh,” Anna said. “Whereas Tartus is just chaotic. The removal of slavery has thrown the economy into chaos.”

“I thought you said that lots of beastkin were coming here from the rest of the Federation?” Nathan said, remembering another conversation.

“They are, but they want to be paid, Nathan. Or to work for you. Or me.” Anna laughed. “I think I understand why Torneus wanted to invade my county. I’ve been looking at farmland for the beastkin, only to find out that half of the land on this side of the mountains isn’t arable. You can’t grow a damn thing without huge irrigation projects. But Gharrick is mostly wilderness. An untapped place that the rest of the Empire looked down on.”

Nathan blinked. He carried the tray of drinks to the sofas, careful not to spill any. Grinning at him, Fei snatched up her liquored-up drink. Nathan and Anna enjoyed their coffees at a more sedate pace.

“That figures. So there are lots of beastkin, but the local manufacturers and merchants don’t want to pay them,” Nathan summarized.

“Can’t pay them, they claim,” Anna corrected. “Practically the entire manufacturing and transport industry of Tartus ran on slave labor. Food seems to be unaffected, because the beastkin were kept in the cities.”

“The land belongs to the people. Being able to raise a family in a village is the right of citizens,” Nathan said automatically, remembering lessons drilled into him from childhood. “That’s a problem.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re talking about giving the beastkin farmland. How many of them even know how to farm?”

Anna stared at him.

“Eh? Even I can till a field, Nathan?” Fei said with a silly smile.

“Do you know how to farm, Anna?” Nathan asked.

The noblewoman continued to stare at him. “Shit.”

“You’re dealing with a huge population of urban slaves, Anna. The first time most of them left the cities they were born in was when the Empire freed them. I doubt many of them have even seen a field in their lives.”

“Well, that’s a new headache to deal with,” Anna said. She drained her coffee, then immediately rose and poured a new one from the batch prepared by Nathan.

“I hate to say this now, but given these problems, is it really smart to encourage the beastkin to wear those damn patches?” Nathan probed, feeling that he had enough leverage to bring up the topic.

“Oh, goddess, of course you raise this,” Anna said. He imagined that she rolled her eyes, as her back was turned to him. “Those are the one thing I’m not worried about. Half the damn Empire hates us, Nathan. Hates me. The beastkin call you Liberator.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” he drawled.

“Don’t be a dick,” she snapped. “Your father has a reputation as a violent warmonger who hates non-humans. Beastkin treat you as the literal opposite to him. Like it or not, the Empire is squaring off. We’re in the Emperor’s corner, along with Milgar. We should be making it clear that we have support among the people.”

“Some people,” Nathan said. “Look, Anna, how many people give a shit about the arguments in the Diet? Emperor Gorthal isn’t about to drop dead. All this does is scare some farmers and merchants.”

“The Nationalists aren’t going to wait for the Emperor to die of natural causes, Nathan,” Anna said. “There’s no rightful heir to the Arangar dynasty. All the Emperor’s children except Alice will be opposed by the Diet for one reason or another. And Alice is Milgar’s granddaughter, so the constitution forbids her from taking the throne. If we don’t prepare for civil war—”

“Anna,” Nathan said gently, and she stopped.

She grimaced and looked away.

After several long moments, she looked back at him. “I do think you’re right that the patches are antagonistic. But so is everything your stupid father is doing. We need to prepare, Nathan. You are going to help me, right? I know you have some personal hangups over this, but please.”

Part of him wanted to say no. The internal problems of the Empire frustrated him. The entire system seemed inherently broken, and ready to collapse at a moment’s notice. When he first arrived here, he had thought that he would stop the war, then immediately head to his homeland of Falmir, and worry about its problems.

But for some reason, he felt differently about the Empire now. He cared for Anna, who considered the Empire her home. Earlier this year, he had met Princess Alice Arangar, the Emperor’s granddaughter, and become attached to her. And, of course, Nathan cared about all of his Champions and the people he protected.

“Yes, I will help you. We’ll need to spend the next couple of years building support within your duchy and preparing my Champions and military for the worst. But that means not pissing people off early, simply because the Nationalists are swinging their dicks at us,” Nathan said.

Fei giggled at the image.

“I guess you’re right,” Anna said. “A couple of years, huh? That seems like a lot of time to prepare, but compared to how long the Nationalists have been trying to oust Emperor Gorthal…”

“It’s enough time to train Vera, get new gems for Fei and the others, and deal with any political issues,” Nathan said. “Our position is unstable right now.”

“Ah, right, Vera.” Anna nodded, then narrowed her eyes. “So, when are you going to break it to Fyre that you plan to assign her to Vera, instead of taking her on as your own Champion?”

Nathan winced. “I have no idea. She’s so smitten with me.”

“Honestly, just bed her and let Vera find a new Champion. There are plenty of beastkin you can find, including in the castle,” Anna said. “Where are you going to find a cute, loyal horsegirl like her?”

Nathan stared at the wall and didn’t reply.

He did, after all, already know of one such horsegirl. While he’d been avoiding thinking of her too much, she was still firmly rooted in his mind.

Ciana. The young unicorn beastkin training under Leopold, and who was currently in the Empire’s capital of Aleich. Compared to Fyre, Nathan found Ciana far more attractive. He had spent many years with Ciana.

A dark memory came to Nathan’s mind. He banished the thoughts, and remembered why he hadn’t been thinking of Ciana since the war with the Federation started.

“That look tells me it’s time to change the subject,” Anna said. “Why don’t we talk about what’s been happening in the capital lately? I bet you’re interested in what Alice has been up to. She tells me things that she doesn’t tell you.”


Chapter 3


Alice



Ayoung woman strode through the upper levels of the grand hall of Aleich’s Imperial Palace. Her name was Alice Arangar, and she was the granddaughter of both Emperor Gorthal and Archduke von Milgar. Within her arms was a small bundle of paperwork.

She wore a stunning red and gold dress emblazoned with the emblems of both the royal family and the Empire. The only nod to her relation to the archduke was a tiny emblem woven into her collar.

Her long, thick golden hair billowed behind her as she made her way to the far end of the hall. The only other people present in the hall were royal guards. Plus Alice’s bodyguard, who shadowed her by a few dozen feet.

This hall was the official throne room of the Empire. A gargantuan throne built from steel, glass, and granite sat at one end. The wings of the hall allowed it to hold thousands of people at once, particularly given there were three separate levels. When the Imperial Diet was in session, nobles could be separated according to status.

Quite literally, the archdukes and other powerful nobles could look down upon the lesser nobles. Petitioners faced the imposing gaze of people they couldn’t look in the eye. Supposedly, the Emperor sat at the bottom as a sign of his humble service to the Diet and the nobility of the Empire.

The Emperor was, after all, an elected position within the Anfang Empire.

But the Diet wasn’t in session. The spring session had ended. Half of the nobles had been up north fighting Trafaumh anyway and couldn’t attend. Alice walked through an empty hall, surrounded by the ghosts of arguments she remembered from the past few weeks.

Once she left the grand hall, she slipped into a smaller chamber immediately behind it. Massive knights stood guard at every entrance to this chamber. Their armor and weapons glowed with imposing runes, and Alice knew that every one of them was a trained spellblade. These were the royal knights—the Emperor’s personal bodyguards.

“Good day, Princess Alice,” they greeted her, their breastplates thundering as they saluted her.

Their helmets and magical voice modulation prevented her from identifying any of them. They were measures to protect the families of the royal knights, so they might live normal lives outside their duties to the Emperor. Alice disliked the fact she could never grow to know any of the knights who protected her grandfather—and herself, indirectly—but she understood why.

She smiled back at the knights and curtsied. Then she entered the chamber.

“I don’t see any reason for me to waste my time in the Spires, Leo,” the deep baritone of her grandfather rumbled.

“It’s unprecedented for the Aurelian Council to invite a foreign ruler to help oversee a criminal trial, Gorthal,” Leopold said, his voice far gentler than it ever was when he spoke to Alice. “The dark elves are genuinely surprised by what happened to the portal, if we believe Ambassador Sureev’s words. We need to take their request seriously.”

“I know that,” the Emperor snapped. A loud sigh. “But I cannot go. I wouldn’t have an Empire to return to.”

Alice froze, eyes wide. She had stumbled onto an incredibly serious discussion. Given her position, nothing stopped her from entering this chamber, but she was certain that neither her grandfather nor Leopold wanted her to hear this discussion.

She coughed, then stepped into the chamber proper. “Grandpa, I’ve completed the paperwork relating to trade law changes for our new duchies. Plus some other things.”

Everybody in the room stared at her, which was quite a few people.

Although the grand hall was the official throne room, this chamber was the true throne room. A much smaller, but far more expensive, throne sat at one end. It was made of gold and all manner of strange metals that caught the light in fascinating ways. Right now, it was empty.

Supposedly, this throne room was where the Watcher Omria had crowned emperors, in the days when she still walked Doumahr.

“Ah, Alice, I didn’t hear you enter,” the Emperor said with a smile. “Leopold, if you would.”

A handful of knights stood in the wings of the room. They turned away from Alice first, once they recognized her. Emperor Gorthal stood in the center of the room, wearing a huge furred cape over his entire body that hid his advancing age. An elegantly dressed cat beastkin stood next to him. One of the Emperor’s mistresses, no doubt.

Or perhaps she was just a lover. Alice didn’t know if a man could have a mistress if he was a widower.

The other four people in the room were far more familiar to Alice. Leopold smiled at her. His silvered hair and sideburns belied his age, but he still cut an imposing figure in his Bastion uniform. He stepped forward and took the paperwork from Alice.

“I think we can assume you heard our discussion,” Leopold said drily, his eyes twinkling.

Alice looked away with a grimace.

The Emperor chuckled. “It’s no trouble, Alice. Join us. The knights wouldn’t have let you in if you weren’t supposed to be here.”

Despite his words, he gave a uniformed woman standing by the throne a subtle signal. Something told Alice that she wasn’t supposed to have been let in.

That uniformed woman was named Maylis, and she was a Bastion like Leopold and Nathan. She was responsible for the defense of the Imperial capital, Aleich. Her darker skin indicated that she wasn’t native to the region, and she towered over almost everybody else in the room. Her uniform hugged her lean, muscled figure.

Maylis was one of the most powerful Bastions in the Empire. She commanded a trigem Champion and was responsible for defending one of the oldest active portals on Doumahr. Her relative youth only made her achievements more apparent.

Much like Nathan, Alice mused. She wondered what Maylis would make of him. Maylis was a taciturn Bastion, who rarely spoke other than to give orders. But she appeared to be of a similar age to Nathan.

The other two people present were Champions. Both duogems. One was Mae, Leopold’s closest and most trusted Champion and lover. The other was one of Maylis’s Champions, a stern-looking man with a square jaw and a mage’s staff.

“Are things really that bad?” Alice blurted out, eyes wide.

The Emperor sighed. He leaned on a long ebony cane, which was capped with rune-encrusted black steel. Slowly, he ambled over to the throne. His beastkin mistress walked with him, her hands hovering by his side.

Eventually, he settled into his throne and faced Alice.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But a wise ruler does not stoke a fire needlessly,” he said. “The Diet has yet to find a rhythm now that there are so many new nobles from our new territories. Many nobles need time to realize that their fears of losing their titles, power, and money to a horde of foreigners taking over the Empire is simple fear-mongering by opportunists.”

“Which is a long way of saying: yes, it is that bad,” Leopold said flatly.

The Emperor glared at him, while Maylis nodded.

“Do you need me to help, Grandpa?” Alice asked.

He smiled at her. “I will always welcome your help, my dear Alice. It’s been a delight to see you almost every day. And especially in your mother’s dresses. They suit you so well.”

That hadn’t been why Alice was wearing them, although she had been pillaging her mother’s closets. Alice didn’t own many dresses, and especially not many that screamed “I’m an Imperial princess.”

But the sheer pride and joy in her grandfather’s eyes stopped her from saying anything. She smiled back.

Privately, she wondered why there was a hint of sadness in the Emperor’s eyes.

“The simplest way is for Her Imperial Highness to visit the Spires in your place, but…” Leopold trailed off.

“No,” the Emperor thundered. “You and I both know the sort of mockery they will subject any visitor to. Even if the Aurelian Council is genuine about our involvement, the dark elves won’t change overnight. They despise us.”

“Didn’t they help us take the Federation?” Alice mentioned, although she privately agreed. She had heard stories about the dark elves, and her interactions with the dark elf ambassador had been less than pleasant.

Silence fell.

“Truthfully, I don’t know what to make of that,” Leopold said.

“They wanted Torneus,” the Emperor said. “And they’ve been genuine about helping us reinforce the fortresses along the Houkeem Desert. I think you’re right that the cascade scared them.”

“Maybe. But from what I heard about Astra’s behavior, I think there’s something else,” Leopold said.

“You mean the part where she insulted literally everybody except Nathan, or something else?” Alice said drily. She winced when everybody looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes, that part,” Leopold drawled. “Astra is a legend. Children’s books have been written about her. The fact she backed Nathan is…”

“To our benefit,” the Emperor said. “But I get your point.” He smiled. “Perhaps we should reach out to Bastion Nathan once he’s free? He has history with Torneus, and the dark elves respect him. Sureev certainly does. Surely, they won’t refuse us if we send him to the Spires to help with the trial?”

Alice blinked at the sudden shift.

Leopold agreed, and there were a few brief comments to close off the topic, while Alice’s mind whirred.

Hadn’t that been a little sudden? And obvious?

“I’ll see to this paperwork,” the Emperor said, waving a hand at the bundle that Alice brought. “I also need to look at the recent ceasefire proposal from Trafaumh. Alice, could you look at the outstanding proposals from the Diet relating to the Imperial Army?”

“Of course, Grandpa,” she said, hiding her frown.

He tried to stand up, then grunted.

“Gorthy,” his mistress gasped, grabbing his arm as she helped him to his feet.

Gorthy?

Alice refused to stare. Her grandmother had passed away when she was young. Since then, the Emperor had enjoyed the affections of a number of women that he kept as close servants.

The situation was a natural one for Alice. Nobles tended to keep mistresses, although her grandfather had supposedly maintained his fidelity to his wife until her passing. Both Leopold and Nathan had several women sharing their beds.

But the Emperor was her grandfather. She found it difficult to consider that women the same age as her mother slept with him. Sometimes the same age as her. Even if he was the most powerful man in the Empire, and potentially the world.

With careful steps, the Emperor walked out of the throne room. He leaned heavily on his cane and his mistress clung to his side, her face a picture of worry. Behind him, Maylis and the other knights followed.

“Has he always been so old?” Alice mumbled.

“I believe I told you something similar when you came to Gharrick Pass,” Leopold said from beside her.

She jumped and then glared at him. “I thought you’d left with Grandpa?”

“Maylis and the knights can protect him.” Leopold gestured to a different exit. “Shall we go somewhere?”

They left the chamber, Alice following Leopold. Surprisingly, he led her to the grand hall. After a few gestures, the guards moved farther away. Mae and Alice’s bodyguard kept their distance.

“This doesn’t seem very private,” Alice said. She looked around, but saw nobody other than guards.

“Nowhere is private in the palace. Not even the throne room,” Leopold said. “But Maylis has a binding stone on the outskirts of the city and absolute control over the palace. Her wards are impenetrable as a result. I can’t do the same. This…” He gestured to the empty space around them. “This works better than you’d think. It’s hard for someone to hide in a large space, especially if you use magic to suppress our voices.”

Alice got his point and cast a simple spell. While Leopold was a Bastion, he wasn’t a sorcerer. She was.

“Good,” he said. Then smiled at her. “You’re doing well? I haven’t seen you since…”

“Since you nearly died,” Alice finished darkly. “I’m told you’re fighting fit, but are you really? I saw you, Uncle. You were…” She stopped, unable to finish the sentence. “You looked bad. I can’t believe Nathan came out of that battle nearly unharmed.”

Leopold frowned at her last statement. “For all intents and purposes, I am good to fight. I am a Bastion. My duty involves courting death, in order to protect the Empire.”

“That doesn’t reassure me, Uncle.”

“I’m being honest with you, Alice,” he said. He looked her in the eyes, then sighed. “I wished that this day would never come. That things would… work out. You could putter about under Hans and eventually become Archduchess in your own time.”

Hans was her other grandfather—Archduke Hans von Milgar, one of the Emperor’s staunchest allies and closest friends.

“This is about Nathan, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, but also no. It’s more about the things that have happened, and Nathan is in the middle of them.” Leopold stared up at the vaulted ceiling of the hall. Huge stained glass domes dotted it. “Astra isn’t the only person who noticed what happened when the Messenger attacked Gharrick Pass. Only the most important. I nearly died, and an inexperienced Bastion came out unharmed.”

“Then Nathan invaded the Federation, defeated another Bastion, and captured Torneus,” Alice said.

“It’s the stuff of legends,” Leopold said. “One doesn’t need to be terribly bright to notice it. He’s known far beyond our borders.”

So, that explained the sudden willingness to send him to the Spires. Nathan was her grandfather’s newest weapon in his political battle with the Nationalists.

A booming sound echoed throughout the hall. The armor and weapons of guards rattled as they looked to the source. The gargantuan double doors that led into the grand hall ground open, their mechanisms clacking as they swiftly reacted to a force pushing them open.

Two figures entered the hall. One was a dark elf Champion who showed off enough skin that Alice wondered if she instead put clothes on when she had sex. Two amethysts glittered from her collar, above her voluptuous, dark curves. The elf’s purple eyes focused on Alice immediately, and she fluttered her fingertips in a wave.

Alice waved back gently, then focused on the other figure. This one was far less welcoming to her.

A gigantic bear of a man thundered across the hall. He wore a multitude of furs over his Bastion uniform and heavy armor. Despite being a Bastion, and therefore in the sole service to the Emperor, he wore his family crest: a stylized helmet on a white shield and black background. His shaggy mane of black hair framed a gaunt face with steely eyes.

If one looked closer at those furs, they would quickly realize they were tails. Alice knew they were taken from beastkin.

This man was Tharban von Straub, the Crimson Warhound. Nathan’s father, technically. Nathan had been disowned by Tharban a couple of years ago. The woman with him was Nurevia, one of Tharban’s duogem Champions.

“Tyrim, you’re here,” Tharban called out, calling Leopold by his last name. “Where’s Gorthal?”

Leopold’s expression darkened. “His Majesty is busy with important affairs.”

“I can guess which affairs. That’s why I need to see him, you old bastard.” Tharban stopped short of Leopold and glared at him.

Both men were giants. They stood well over six feet tall, and Maylis was one of the few people in the Empire who ever towered over them. Tharban had the slight edge over Leopold here, but only because he was in full armor.

Alice found it amusing that Tharban was doing the male equivalent of wearing high heels so that he could appear taller.

“Like it or not, Tharban, the ceasefire is being agreed to,” Leopold said, a hint of a smirk floating on his face. “All that remains are the terms. I assume that’s why you’re here, instead of doing your job up north?”

“I’m doing my job by coming down here and convincing Gorthal to send us some of the Champions lazing around in his pet duchy,” Tharban snapped. A snarl formed on his face.

“Why don’t you ask your son yourself for some help?” Leopold suggested.

Tharban’s hands balled up into fists. Alice felt magic well up around the man. Instantly, Leopold reacted.

Nurevia’s amethysts flashed. Her hands darted for one of the dozen weapons sheathed on her scant clothing. Both Champions behind Alice reached for their weapons. The nearby guards panicked, yells erupting from them.

Then a thrum of power ran throughout the entire hall. Alice felt her knees buckle. Every guard collapsed to the ground.

The Bastions and Champions halted. They appeared untouched by whatever happened.

“I don’t think you should test Maylis,” Leopold said, fury filling his face.

“You can play your games, Leopold. But the glory of the Watcher Omria will not be denied.” Tharban slammed a fist against his breastplate.

Then the man spun and stormed out of the palace. Nurevia left with him.

Alice’s hand pressed against her chest, her fingers running along the golden lace trim. Her breathing slowed as she steadied herself. The chill of the black and white stone flooring seeped into her body as she kneeled.

“Princess Alice,” a hushed voice came from behind her, as her bodyguard rushed to her side.

He quickly checked her for any injuries, then shook his head at Leopold. A moment later, the bodyguard retreated.

Leopold helped Alice to her feet. He grimaced at her. “I am sorry about that. You are alright?”

No, Alice thought. She wanted someone else to be the one to check on her, and to protect her. While she still spoke with Nathan from time to time, his voice was a far cry from his physical presence.

“It’s fine, Uncle. I understand that this is what things have come to. I’ve made my decision to stand with Grandpa. Both of them.” Her eyes flashed.

The smile on Leopold’s face was a sad one. Somehow, it made Leopold look his age. Alice worried about how old so many of the powerful figures in her life seemed to be.

Leopold joked about his age, but for the first time, he looked it. His face looked weathered, and he moved very deliberately.

“You and Tharban have an old rivalry, don’t you?” she asked.

“Hmm, I’d say that it’s closer to a political rivalry,” Leopold said with a chuckle. “The rest is simple jealousy. We’re close in age—only a decade between us. But I’m an influential Bastion despite losing my noble lineage, and he’s gone nowhere.”

Alice stared at him. That was surprisingly forthright for Leopold.

Then something hit Alice. “A decade? How can that be? You’re not even sixty, and Nathan is over thirty.”

Leopold snorted. “Not everybody waits until they’re good and old to have children, Alice. The reason why Tharban is still a count despite being a Bastion is because he stumbled on a technicality. He knocked up a countess while in the Academy, and they insisted that he take responsibility. Money talks, as do votes in the Diet, and Tharban became one of the few Bastions to retain his title. Not that he’s supposed to use the damn thing.”

Bastions were soldiers. Alice knew that Nathan had run his father’s county before he had been disowned, precisely because Tharban wasn’t supposed to be involved with political affairs.

“Is it really the right thing, to prevent Bastions to be involved in politics?” Alice asked aloud.

Leopold gave her an odd look, but he remained silent.

“You’re deeply involved in it,” Alice said. “As is Nathan. While Anna, Grandpa, and I have owned the political decisions of the war with the Federation, the reality is different. You and Nathan made all the moves. Pretending that he isn’t a noble because he doesn’t have ‘von’ in his name is cute, but it seems pointless.”

A slow nod.

“Perhaps,” Leopold said. “Many things are changing. Things that should have changed long ago, when the Empire first started facing problems.”

Suspecting that Leopold was about to go on a long tangent, Alice changed the subject. She had no interest in talking about ancient history. At least, not with Leopold. He’d lectured her dozens of times about the topic.

“I still can’t believe Nathan and that brute are related,” Alice remarked.

“Really? Because despite the physical differences, it’s more apparent than ever now.” Leopold smirked.

“How? Tharban’s an asshole and a monster. He’s started wearing beastkin tails around, simply because of Nathan.” Alice glowered at the exit from the palace.

“Maybe. But I’ve known Tharban for a long time. And think about it. The Empire is now split into two separate factions.” Leopold held up one hand. “We have Tharban, a boisterous monster who hates non-humans and wishes to conquer all the Empire’s enemies for Imperial glory.” Then he raised the other hand. “Opposite him is Nathan, his son, and a quiet but beloved strategist who adores non-humans and… finish the sentence for me?”

Alice stared at Leopold. She tried to keep the shock off her face.

“Are you suggesting that Nathan is the same as Tharban? People said this about Torneus, and I never really bought it,” she said.

“What makes some people similar aren’t how they act, but their drives,” Leopold said. “If nothing else, the parallel makes for a great story. Father and son, powerful Bastions, both believers in Imperial glory, staunch supporters of the goddess, but they hold violently opposing views on non-humans—it becomes very hard to argue one is morally superior to the other.”

The smile on Leopold’s face was one that Alice was much less familiar with. It wasn’t the smile of her genial uncle, but that of the Emperor’s right-hand man.

A web had been woven. Alice wondered how long ago the spider had started weaving it.

And, for that matter, who was caught up in this web.


Chapter 4




The days passed quickly at Anna’s palace. Nathan had escaped his duties by visiting Vera, but only briefly. The bureaucracy swiftly caught up to him.

Like Anna, he had also vastly increased his power. He now controlled four separate binding stones and their respective fortresses.

His home base of Gharrick Pass. Seraph’s haunt of Fort Taubrum, just east of the Gharrick Mountains. The very phallic marble fortress of Castle Forselburg, where he left Narime in charge. And, of course, Castle Tartus, which was named after the city it protected.

Each of these fortresses had a fully active demonic portal. They needed to be defended, manned, and used to instill peace in the surrounding region. Anna’s army and the local guards relied on him to provide a calming presence to the region.

Ordinarily, Nathan wouldn’t have that much to do. Bastions typically defended their fortresses, trained their Champions and soldiers, and stayed out of politics. Taking care of the region was the job of the nobles. That was, theoretically, why they were nobles.

But Nathan cared dearly for Anna. She had stepped out of her comfort zone for him, and was trying her best to stay afloat. If she needed his help to protect and manage the region’s military, he’d provide it.

Although he wasn’t sure if she was serious about marriage. She’d teased him more than a few times about when he’d become Nathan von Clair. Given his worries about the potential end of the world, he chose not to focus much on it.

In the end, that meant Nathan found himself inundated with as much paperwork as Anna.

His tasks were many. Run training programs for both her army and his own knights. Find and recruit long-term soldiers within the region, which typically meant beastkin. Establish strong logistics and command structures to quell bandits and withstand future disruption.

And, of course, he needed to pay for it all, feed and house everyone, build and rebuild forts and warehouses that were often in a state of disrepair, and maintain good relations with the people of the region. All while political instability rose within the Empire.

Fortunately, Nathan was no stranger to doing this. He had overseen the evacuation of entire countries more than once. Being able to prevent that from happening made all the work worthwhile, in his mind. He had seen off far too many people in courageous last stands for one lifetime, let alone two.

The downside was that he lacked many of the people who helped him manage things back then. He was stretched thin in terms of Champions. Fei, Sunstorm, and Sen were warriors, not clerks. Narime could do the paperwork, but if Nathan so much as waved a form at her, she’d teleport halfway across Doumahr.

Seraph carried most of the load for Nathan, but even her master administrator abilities were being taxed. As such, most of the work followed Nathan wherever he worked. He made it a priority to train more clerks and also to find more Champions who wouldn’t suffer a mental breakdown when left behind a desk for a day.

At least he had some very soft and lovely stress relief while staying with Anna.

“Mmmm,” Anna moaned as he pulled out of her. Her back was arched and her rear faced him, while her face pressed into a pillow.

Nathan settled next to her naked body as she settled into a quivering mess.

“Not going to clean up?” he asked.

She made an unintelligible noise. He chuckled and rubbed her bare leg. Although she smiled, her lack of reaction made it clear she was spent.

Minutes passed in silence as they lay together. Slowly, she drifted off to sleep. Almost as if she had eaten a big meal and needed an afternoon nap.

Technically, she had eaten a big meal.

Something glowed softly on one of Anna’s bedstands. They were in her bedroom, which was absolutely palatial.

He rose and padded over to the source of the light. It was a small hand mirror. One of the jewels encrusted on its rim glowed.

Alice had left him with this mirror. It was a magical communication device that allowed him to speak with her. When the jewels glowed, it indicated that Alice was trying to contact him or that she wanted to contact him at a specific time.

Right now, she seemed to be using her mirror. So he picked up his own, sat down, and activated it.

“Oh, you are there,” she said as her face and upper body appeared. Then she blushed as her eyes darted lower. “And… not wearing anything?”

“I can put a shirt on if you’d like, but I was with Anna a moment ago,” he replied.

An odd expression crossed Alice’s face. Her lips tried to pout, but instead decided to thin. The rest of her face became a little more taut.

“Is she there?” Alice asked, lowering her voice.

“Sleeping.”

Alice blinked. “It’s mid-afternoon.”

“I’m not sure I should go into more detail about what we were doing, given you are the Imperial Princess.” Nathan coughed. “But she’s sleeping now.”

Alice’s eyebrows shot up. She muttered, “Lucky Anna.”

“I’m sorry?” Nathan asked.

Had she said what he thought she said?

“Did I say that aloud?” Alice’s face paled and her expression became one of mortification.

Then she put on the broadest, fakest smile that Nathan had ever seen on her. “I understand you’ve been busy, Nathan. From what I hear, you’ve become a general.”

“I’m still only a Bastion in service to my duchess,” Nathan said, but his tone was wry.

“Cute. Is that what you tell all the nobles who ask why you’re in command of Anna’s army?”

“Heh. Pretty much. What are they going to say? That Anna’s not allowed to give me orders? That I can’t command soldiers outside the Imperial Army?” He shook his head. “Besides, it’s mostly just busywork. Logistics, recruitment, construction.”

“Why the rush, then?” Alice asked.

Because Nathan knew from experience that these things mattered the most when everything went to Hell.

Not that he could put it like that.

“A lot of this is just invisible bureaucracy,” he said. “The sort of things that nobles take care of themselves. Without them, chaos spreads. Anna’s replaced a lot of the people that used to do these things, and I don’t want everything to get out of hand.”

“People like Torneus,” Alice said.

“And his supporters. When his retainers fled, a lot of knowledge vanished with them. Seraph is one of the few people who knows how the place works. Some of the other regents are helping, but they have their own problems to handle. Plus, Anna’s competition. If she blows it, then they think they can take her land.”

Alice scowled. “For about five seconds, until the Nationalists take it back.”

“Yes, but that’s not what they see.” Nathan shrugged. “I just need to keep things from getting out of control. The faster I move, the harder it is for others to instigate problems.”

“Tharban,” Alice said.

“And others,” Nathan said.

She frowned and made a show of chewing over his words. This wasn’t the first time he’d put it in her head that there was more going on.

Alice was good friends with Charlotte, who was the princess of the Kingdom of Falmir. All indications were that Falmir were involved in this mess. They were doing a good job at staying hidden, but had nearly overplayed their hand during the cascade.

Unfortunately, that meant that Nathan couldn’t outright tell Alice that Falmir and Charlotte were untrustworthy. For one thing, he didn’t believe it himself. He had spent his life supporting Charlotte in his original world.

But many things had changed when he came to this new world. Ignoring reality was foolish.

“Fair enough,” she said. “But shouldn’t Anna be handling this? I feel you could be getting a lot more done if you were more focused and not”—Alice’s face reddened—“helping her sleep.”

“Call it mutual stress relief,” Nathan said.

Alice muttered something in reply, that he didn’t quite hear but almost sounded like she had repeated his words back to him. The redness of her face implied she had said something inappropriate, so he didn’t pry.

“More to the point, Anna doesn’t have much experience with military affairs. I do. Things get done a lot faster,” he explained. “I understand logistics, recruitment, training regimens, and can instruct others how to set these up.”

“Huh. You’re strangely experienced in this.” Alice tilted her head. “It’s just like when you organized the conference between the Empire and the Federation. I’m absolutely certain nobody in the academy taught you this.”

“I was a count for a decade. More or less,” he said, not meeting her gaze.

“Ah, yes. I recall the part where your father’s county was a captured region of an enemy nation, and needed a swift, firm hand to bring it under control,” Alice said drily. “What a firm bed of experience you have, Bastion Nathan.”

“Why thank you, Princess Alice,” he replied without missing a beat.

She glared at him.

“Do I ever get to find out how and why you know these things?” Alice asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m not stupid. Leopold and my father are using you in some grand scheme, despite the fact you should be some greenhorn Bastion. Your Champions trust you implicitly. People don’t come out of nowhere with your skills and ability.”

Nathan grimaced.

Keeping secrets was beginning to make life difficult for him. Only a fool wouldn’t realize he was more than he appeared.

Before he had invaded the Federation, he had made the decision to use his full strength, even at the cost of standing out too much. Arguably, he had gone too far.

“Sometimes secrets remain secrets for a reason, Alice,” he said. “That’s why Bastions take the oaths they do.”

She stared at him for a long time. His skin prickled.

“That’s another trick you do, isn’t it?” she said, an odd smile crossing her face. “It only just occurred to me. If you had other secrets, you only need to bring up your oath to Omria, and it makes it hard for me to question you without appearing unfaithful.”

Smart girl.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Haha,” she said, her smile turning genuine. It softened a moment later. “I may not be Anna but…” she trailed off, then coughed. “The summer session of the Diet is approaching. Grandpa is about to sign a ceasefire with Trafaumh and he wants to ask you to do something for him. Can you come to Aleich soon?”

What had she been about to ask him? And what did it have to do with Anna?

“You don’t need to bring up the Emperor to get me to come to Aleich,” he said gently.

Alice blushed and looked away.

Had she always been so easily embarrassed? For that matter, she was wearing an absolutely stunning dress. He could only see the top of it, but it looked more expensive than his entire wardrobe combined. Diamond studs glittered in her ears, and her face looked made-up.

No, he realized. Alice hadn’t looked like this when she’d visited him at Gharrick Pass. The exception had been during the conference, but that had been a formal event between nations.

“Thank you,” she said, a slight giggle escaping her. “I’m looking to seeing you then, Nathan. Try not to tire Anna out too much.” She paused, then pursed her lips. “And maybe we can get to know each other enough that you feel comfortable sharing those secrets not covered by your oath.”

They said their final goodbyes, before Alice vanished.

When Nathan lowered the mirror, he felt a presence. Instinctively, he summoned magical power from his closest binding stone in order to prepare a spell.

Then he spun and saw nothing. Anna had turned over in her sleep. Her eyes remained closed, and she made adorable noises that he refused to tell her about.

No, Nathan realized, there was something here.

A black door loomed in the corner of the room.

That couldn’t have been the presence he sensed.

Tossing on a set of clothes, he checked the door. Although Anna had an escape room, her bedroom only had one normal entrance. The door remained locked and magically warded.

Despite that, Nathan peeked outside. The bedroom connected to the study, and from there to the palace proper.

“My lord?” Fyre asked, her red eyes almost glowing in the shadows of the room.

The beastkin sat on one of the sofas, paperwork neatly stacked up in front of her. While she was working through some of it, Nathan spied what he suspected was a growing pile for Anna.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

Fyre tilted her head. As always, her attention fixated on him whenever he was nearby.

He closed the door.

Then, despite himself, he turned to face the imposing presence that he had been ignoring since arriving at Anna’s palace.

Kadria.

She was the Messenger that he made a deal with on that fateful night. While she had been the architect of his defeat, the opportunity she had given him was…

No, he refused to accept it as a good thing. People he loved were dead. This wasn’t the past, and his old lovers were never coming back.

But he had hope, and an opportunity to prevent the world from becoming the nightmarish wasteland he had lived in. Kadria was his partner, like it or not.

These black doors represented the entrance to her mental world. Nobody else could see them, because Kadria was using Nathan’s mind as an anchor in this world. He didn’t fully understand it, to be honest.

But he knew enough that the door shouldn’t be here. Until now, they had only ever appeared close to binding stones. While Castle Tartus was close by, the palace was outside of its domain. If Kadria was here, then…

Nathan drummed his fingers on his leg. The only way to find out what was happening was to go inside and talk to her.

He walked up to the door, opened it, and stepped into the white void that appeared in front of him.

A moment later, he appeared inside a small house. Until very recently, Kadria’s mental world had been a strange place.

Now it looked almost normal, if very strange to Nathan.

The house consisted of three rooms. He stood inside a carpeted bedroom, which contained a very large plush bed and many bookshelves. The books were written in languages that Nathan didn’t recognize.

A tiled bathroom stood off to the side, with appliances that Kadria explained as extremely futuristic compared to his own. The other room was a combined kitchen and dining room, and contained similarly complex appliances. One of them was some sort of magical stovetop, which produced flames by turning a knob.

Everything had color, texture, and looked like a complete object.

A year ago, this room had nearly driven Nathan mad, as it had looked like the outlines of a room, rather than an actual place.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan checked for Kadria. No sign of her. He stepped into the kitchen and saw another door. This one was made of an oddly familiar material.

“Oh, damn, they’re back,” he muttered.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan opened the new door and stepped into the world of a different Messenger.


Chapter 5




Bright, hot sunlight beat down on him. He heard the laughter of children and distant chatter of people. The smell of grilled meat wafted through his nostrils. Instinctively, saliva built up in his mouth.

His eyes adjusted, and he stared at his surroundings. He stood in a fenced, grassy field. Except the fence, sky, and sun looked like somebody had drawn them with chalk. The feeling of sunlight felt too real, however.

“What have I told you about thinking too hard about this place?” Kadria’s familiar voice snapped, pulling him from his thoughts.

He stopped staring at the strange drawings and looked down.

Three women stood nearby, around a strange assortment of furniture. All of them had curly horns protruding from their heads and bronzed skin. But that was where the similarities ended.

Kadria sat on a wooden chair, wearing as little clothing as always. Platinum hoops and bangles hung off her body. Her black hair had grown out substantially since they first met and nearly fell to her ass.

Despite long familiarity with her, Nathan felt his body react. He hadn’t seen her in natural lighting like this. Her bronzed skin glittered in the sunlight. Her thick, curvy thighs drew his eyes to them, which only made the nearly transparent material of her black silk panties more obvious. His cock knew what it wanted.

Kadria’s violet eyes narrowed, her red pupils shining, and she smirked at him.

“Hey, hey! Pay attention to us, too!” another voice shouted. “Our tits are way bigger than hers.”

“Yes, because that’s all that matters in a woman,” Kadria drawled.

“Our tits are bigger than your entire body. So yeah, it does matter,” a huskier voice replied. “We’re real succubi.”

Nathan sighed and looked over at the pair who demanded his attention. He knew them as the Twins—Maura and Laura. Months ago, he had fought against them and won.

Fei had even cut Laura in half, and he had watched as her body was incinerated in front of him. For whatever reason, Laura’s response to being “killed” was to give him a titjob together with her twin sister. Probably because they were succubi.

The Twins were identical, save for very minor differences. Both of them had incredibly beautiful and attractive figures. They had curves as far as the eye could see. Tits larger than their heads. Fleshy thighs thicker than their waists. Long white hair past their asses.

Nathan had to admit that while he found them irritating, he enjoyed looking at them. They were even more enjoyable to hold on to.

Both Laura and Maura stared at him with broad grins and curved eyes. The way to tell them apart was their eyes: both had red eyes, but Maura’s sclera were pitch-black.

Of course, Maura also wore a black dress. At least, she normally did.

Right now, both Twins wore the same outfit: a tiny pair of blue shorts that strained to contain their asses and a tube top that barely covered their breasts. Nathan plainly saw that they still didn’t wear underwear, given how poorly their clothes covered them.

Also, Maura was wearing an apron.

“Are you cooking?” he asked her, staring at the strange steel appliance she stood in front of.

The appliance looked like a big box with a flat top and a hood. The knobs along the front looked like much larger versions of what Nathan saw in Kadria’s kitchen. Thick meat patties fried on top of it, spitting juices from time to time, and smoke billowed into the air.

That explained the smell of grilled meat.

“Yup. Nothing better to do on a weekend than grill up some burgers,” Maura said. She snapped some tongs together.

“Burgers?” Nathan asked.

Laura and Maura stared at him.

Kadria snorted. “Hamburgers are a very modern invention. I don’t think he knows what you’re using, either.”

“Oh my god,” the Twins said together.

“Goddess,” Nathan corrected automatically.

“Fuck that bitch,” Laura said. “Literally.”

Nathan tried not to think too hard about what she had just said.

Laura grabbed Nathan and dragged him over to Maura. The two Twins sandwiched him and directed his attention to the strange steel thing.

“I can’t believe we’ll get to see your first time eating a burger,” Laura said. “Like, will you react like little kids do when they first bite into a cheeseburger? Or will it be more like when you stick your dick into a girl for the first time?”

Nathan wanted to scratch his head in discomfort, but he found his arms restrained by the busty succubi next to him. Instead, he stared at the delicious meat in front of him.

“So, what is this?” he asked.

“It’s an outdoor grill. I think they call it other things elsewhere. When we went to Australia as exchange students, they called it a BBQ,” Maura said.

Nathan refrained from asking what an Australia was.

“So, it cooks things?” he asked.

“Yup. It runs on gas—although we’re using magic in here—and creates flames. The meat tastes so much better. Although, I guess you cook everything with flames in your backward little world.” Maura tilted her head.

As she shrugged, she flipped the meat patties. Nathan watched as fat dripped through grates in the grill. Flames licked the meat, intensifying the smoke and smell.

“Gas,” he said slowly. “Wait, you mean something flammable?”

His mind churned.

Laura crouched down and opened the bottom of the box. Inside it was a big metal container with bright labels on it.

Nathan stared at it.

“This is full of propane gas,” Laura said. “You could get other ones, like electric ones. But Dad always used to rant about how gas was the only way to grill.”

“Those were the days,” Maura said, her voice dripping with disdain.

“Oh, absolutely. Loved coming back home to a house that smelled of booze, cigarettes, and the fifty women he’d fucked since we last saw him.” Laura smirked. “He made good burgers, though.”

“The best.”

Nathan ignored the Twins as his mind tried to comprehend what he was staring at.

“If this gas is flammable, what would happen if…” Nathan snapped his fingers, staring at the canister.

Everybody stared at him.

Then Kadria laughed. “Well, somebody is getting ideas for cruel new weapons. What, did you tire of your flesh-eating flood? Or the explosive geyser minefield?”

“This is stable, right? But if something sets it off…” Nathan licked his lips.

The problem with catapults was that he’d never come up with a type of ammunition that worked well enough. If he flung these at enemies, and they could explode, then…

“Uhhhhh, I’m going to close this,” Laura said, doing exactly that.

“What, not looking forward to him ramming one of those inside you next time you fight him?” Kadria cackled. “Maybe I should teach him some chemistry. Show him the real way to have some fun.”

“That’s not fair! We’re treating him to hamburgers, and he’s learning how to blow us to pieces next time we want to have some fun with him,” Laura whined.

“If,” Maura muttered. “Can’t say I’m too keen on being blown apart.”

She smirked at him. Her free hand wandered over his crotch, which was still bulging from the presence of all the nearby succubi.

“And he’s so willing that I think we can have fun with him anytime we want,” Maura added.

Laura rolled her eyes. “Sure, we can fuck, but that’s different. I want to see the look on that catgirl’s face when I ride him in front of her.”

“You’re that keen to be chopped in half again?” Nathan asked.

“Oooh, is that what you’re into? I figured you to be the vanilla type, but with the added thrill of lots of hot, steamy babes.” Laura pressed herself against him. He felt her hot breath on his ear as her hand slipped inside his pants and stroked his prick. “But if you’re up for something a bit more hardcore, we can do that as well. A bit of domination play with you and your pet. Maybe hang us on the wall, mmm.”

“Honestly, the pair of you are worse than that horsegirl,” Kadria interrupted.

She glared at the Twins, who stuck their tongues out in return. But the busty succubi pulled away from Nathan.

A raised eyebrow and smirk from Kadria caused him to slip his cock back into his pants. He didn’t want any hot grease getting onto it. That would hurt. A lot.

He knew from experience.

“I thought you were making hamburgers out of meat, not yourselves,” Kadria said.

The Twins tilted their heads in confusion.

Kadria held her hands up. “The two of you are the bun, and his dick is the meat.”

“Ohhh,” the Twins said together.

“I can’t believe you didn’t get that.”

“We fuck. You can keep the metaphors.” Maura rolled her eyes and checked on the bottom of one of the meat patties. “Plus, I think ground dick would taste pretty bad.”

Nathan pretended she hadn’t said that.

“You really are as bad as the horsegirl,” Kadria groaned.

Nathan frowned and stepped away from the succubi. Laura pouted at him, but took the opportunity to summon more food.

Bread rolls, pickles, and strange, colorful containers appeared on a small wooden table. Nathan didn’t have the slightest clue what any of them were, so he simply watched as he stood next to Kadria.

“Does Fyre bother you?” he asked.

“Oh? Why do you assume I’m talking about her? Isn’t there a far more important horse in your life? A certain unicorn that you’ve been avoiding thinking about?” Kadria smirked.

He scowled at her. “Do you need to be intentionally annoying?”

“No, but it’s more enjoyable. Tweedledee and Tweedledum took away my schtick of flirting with you and rubbing your cock. So I need to be the bitch,” she said.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. He suspected those nicknames were insulting, but he didn’t recognize them.

“You are talking about Fyre, though?” he pressed.

“Maybe. She’s an interesting specimen. Whenever you enter the same room as her, it’s like everything else ceases to exist. ‘Terrifying’ is perhaps the word I’d use for her,” Kadria replied. She poked Nathan in the stomach. “But, even if she convinced you to bed her, I suspect you’d only use her as a substitute for your adorable little unicorn. Why not simply ask Ciana to join you?”

Nathan scowled. Unbidden, memories rose to the forefront of his mind.

“Ah,” Kadria said, her smirk vanishing.

“Don’t do that,” he snapped.

“Succubi,” Maura drawled from nearby. “And we’re all good ones. We can’t turn our shit off, you know. Your emotions just bubble up to the surface and we see them, like little clouds around your head.”

Frowning, Nathan tried to change the topic. “But I could learn mental defenses to stop that?”

“Not against us, even with decades of experience. We are succubi,” Kadria said. Then she raised an eyebrow. “Why does the unicorn bother you so much? I already recognize two of your former trigems, and you don’t even feel the slightest pang about sending them into danger.”

A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. The red and violet eyes staring at him held a gentle expression, but they belonged to a monster. Kadria had killed all of his Champions in his world. Both Narime and Jafeila had died at her hands.

“You remember them, but not what happened afterward?” he asked Kadria slowly.

She raised an eyebrow. Then pursed her lips.

“My record of your world isn’t that perfect. Things happened quickly once I broke into your fortress,” she said.

“She died. Protecting me,” he said flatly.

None of the Messengers said anything. The meat crackled on the grill. A loud spitting sound and the clack of metal on metal indicated that Maura was removing the meat.

“And? Didn’t all of them?” Maura said.

He scowled at her.

She rolled her eyes as she dropped a metal platter of meat onto the table. Her red and black eyes pierced him.

“The whole ‘tortured, edgy hero’ thing is cute in a way. Laura fantasizes over that shit. But you’re not going to get any sympathy from us,” Maura said, hands on her hips. “People die. You have a new unicorn now. Do you know the things people would do for the chance you have? If I could redo my old life, I wouldn’t waste time worrying about things going wrong. I’d just fuck and kill every person on my list.”

“You’d use the same list for both killing and sex?” Kadria asked.

Maura paused. “I guess I’d need three lists. One for killing. One for fucking. One for both.”

Next to her, Laura finished preparing… whatever she was making. She had put the meat patty between both halves of the bread, slathered pickles and what looked like relishes on them, and then closed the whole thing up.

“Hamburger time,” Laura said, carrying it over to him.

Nathan took the opportunity to leave the difficult topic behind. Maura’s words had given him something to chew on, however. He disliked the way she put it. Ciana wasn’t a toy that could be replaced. She had died, and the one in this world was an entirely different person.

But she was right that worrying about the past didn’t help him in the future.

He picked up the hamburger in both hands and stared at it.

“So it’s like a sandwich?” he asked.

“A burger is not a sandwich,” Laura said, annoyed.

Sure, Nathan thought.

He bit into the ‘burger.’ He chewed.

Then froze.

“Holy shit,” he mumbled around a mouthful of sauce and meat.

“Oh man, that was definitely a face to snap a pic of,” Maura said with a grin. “Good thing we have photographic memories after changing. Gonna have fun remembering this one.”

He swallowed and stared at the hamburger. Technically, it wasn’t that amazing by itself. He had eaten meat patties like it. The bread roll was similar to what he’d eaten before. And the relish was extremely salty and sugary compared to what he was used to.

But all combined, it made for a meal unlike anything that he had ever eaten.

He demolished it, while the Twins giggled at him and nibbled at their own burgers. Kadria watched.

“Going to ask nicely for one?” Laura teased. “Maybe if you bend over and let us watch Nathan rail you, we’ll serve you a fresh one.”

Kadria rolled her eyes. She held up a hand and a wholly formed burger appeared in it. There was lettuce on it, and the relish was white, but it was definitely a burger.

“It won’t taste the same.” Laura pouted.

“Yes. And all the better,” Kadria drawled. “After all, this burger wasn’t cooked in your love juices.”

Nathan froze mid-bite.

Fucking what?

“Huh. We should try that next time,” Maura said. She pulled down her shorts, revealing her bare slit, which was dripping wet. “Although I think cooking oil works a lot better.”

Thank fuck.

Nathan swallowed his bite and glared at Kadria.

They polished off the food. Nathan tried to summon a wooden chair to sit in, but the moment he began to focus his power, the entire world shimmered.

“No, no, no!” Laura screamed. “Don’t do that.”

He stopped, and the world returned to normal.

“That didn’t happen last time,” he said.

Laughing, Kadria summoned a chair for him.

How come she could do it and he couldn’t? While he wasn’t particularly good at using his ascended magic to manipulate reality in her mental world, he had been improving.

“This isn’t their mental world. It’s the same thing as my room,” Kadria said.

The Twins ran around the little fenced garden, poking at the fake walls as if to test that they weren’t going to fall down.

“A frontier fortress for their minds,” Nathan said, remembering her explanation. “So why did everything go wonky when I tried to do something?”

“Because it’s hooked into your mind. Unlike me, the Twins don’t have anywhere near the influence over you. You voluntarily let me in when we made our pact. They snuck into your binding stone, and are essentially a parasite. While they are here, you are far more powerful.” Kadria grinned. “I shouldn’t tell you this, given we’re all Messengers, but this is the perfect time to make them your plaything.”

Nathan looked at the Twins. They chattered to each other as they repaired a hole in a fence. It looked like a black void had appeared. Neither of them looked threatening.

Against his better judgment, Nathan said, “If they attack again, I’ll consider it.”

“How soft of you,” Kadria said.

“Allies can be more beneficial than enemies.”

“I’d be careful of ever considering them allies. That requires them to be capable of conscious thought.”

He rolled his eyes. Despite Kadria’s constant insults, Nathan didn’t feel the Twins were that stupid.

“And are they really a threat?” Nathan asked.

“If they had the power, they’d turn you into their toy in an instant,” Kadria said, her eyes narrowing. “Don’t allow their blather and massive tits to let you forget that. I am working with you. They find you amusing.”

“But they don’t have the power.”

“No. Especially not now. You’ve stabilized the world too much. That’s why I’m here,” she said.

With a flick of her wrist, Kadria summoned a physical map of Doumahr. It floated next to them.

Sensing that something was happening, the Twins ran over. They bounced up and down on their heels, which caused their chests to do very distracting things inside their tight tops.

“Wow. I don’t think I’ve seen the Empire that big in ages,” Maura said. “Is that why we can’t use the portal anymore?”

“What?” Nathan asked, eyebrows shooting up.

“Yeah, yeah, lap it up. Even with a cascade, we probably couldn’t appear again right now. The activity level has dropped super hard.” Maura scowled. “It’d need to be a huge cascade, like the one that we used last time. Some big, external event.”

“Why external?” Nathan asked. “Don’t the portals generate their own energy?”

“Because Messengers are beings of disruption,” Kadria said. “You’ve stabilized Doumahr by stopping the current wars. The Empire has conquered the Federation and scared Trafaumh into a ceasefire. Without chaos, we don’t have any cracks to slip through.”

Nathan frowned. “But that’s only going to make things worse, isn’t it? Arcadia is still in turmoil. The Spires are angry over the cascade that happened. And the Empire is on the verge of civil war. There are plenty of ways to create chaos for you.”

“Unfortunately, yes. I had hoped that you would be able to settle matters, and then we could slowly build up our influence in the world.” Kadria bit her lip and stared at the map. “But I underestimated the contingencies put in place to prevent stability.”

A memory from a past conversation clicked in Nathan’s mind. “Those super-powerful magical beings you mentioned? The ones that exist between worlds?”

Laura and Maura gawked at him, then at Kadria. “You told him about our boss? Seriously?”

“You all work for the same person?” Nathan asked, surprised given the animosity they showed toward each other.

“Person is a relative term,” Maura said drily. “Describing what we work for hurts my head. He can appear as whatever or whoever he likes. He’s not even a he, really. We just call him that because that’s what he shows himself as to us.”

“What’s his name?” Nathan asked.

“Something you don’t need to know,” Kadria said.

The Twins nodded.

“Names hold power. It’s wise not to speak those of the truly powerful,” Kadria said, her expression darkening.

“But he’s trying to destabilize the world,” Nathan said. “I take it I should be worried?”

“You should be preparing. Fortunately, you are. And you’re suppressing panic at the same time. Right now, chaos is your enemy.”

“Are we allowed to say that?” Laura asked aloud. “I think chaos is our ally.”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “Stop being paranoid. If anything was going to happen to us, it would have already happened. But my point is that you need to prevent major disruptions to the world for as long as possible. Build up your strength, forge alliances, and prepare for war. Because the next move will be one intended to destroy the world.”

“Just like when the demons poured out from Gharrick Pass in my world,” Nathan said.

“Exactly. We don’t know when or what the move will be. Only that it will be big.” Kadria smiled. “Fortunately, I’m making a move of my own to help you.”

“Huh? But even we can’t appear? How can you possibly do anything?” the Twins asked.

“That is a secret.” Kadria’s red eyes twinkled, but her attention fixed on Nathan. She pressed her foot into Nathan’s crotch. “But it’s one that I’m sure you’ll love when the day comes for me to reveal it, Nathan. Oh, it will be a truly fun and exciting day.”

He took a step back and the Twins smirked.

Changing the subject, he asked them something that had been bothering him.

“You’ve all met your… boss? Does that mean you were Bastions once, in your original world?” Nathan asked.

All three succubi blinked.

Then the Twins laughed.

“Holy shit, you think we could be Bastions?” Maura asked, desperately trying to talk between peals of laughter.

“Wow. And Kadria thinks we’re dumb.” Laura grinned. “You’re, like, the literal opposite of us, cutie.”

“So you were villains even in your world?” He was confused.

“Nope.”

He blinked, not sure what they meant.

Maura flicked her hair over one shoulder. “You’re a larger-than-life hero type, so maybe you don’t get it. But we were nobodies. Bastions, Champions, Messengers—they’re the type of people that change the course of worlds. The opposite of a hero is a nobody. A random person going about their life, coming home to find their deadbeat dad fucking a prostitute in their bed, and nobody gives a flying fuck.”

“That’s why we’re Messengers,” Laura said. “We got offered a deal to become someone that mattered. The boss even threw in the chance to blow our dad’s head off and have some real fun before we left. Most Messengers are like us. Stuck in a dead-end world, with the best part of our life behind us, and no control over the future. Bet you don’t know how that feels, huh?”

Nathan felt frozen in place.

“But, hey, we get to have some fun together this time.” Laura winked at him. “It’s pretty nice to be with a Bastion like this. I’ve forgotten what good male company is like.”

He tuned the Twins out as they began to bicker over something minor. Slowly, he turned to stare at Kadria.

She smiled back at him, but her eyes were razor sharp.

“Is something wrong, Nathan?” she crooned.

He shook his head.

At some point, Maura had given him another hamburger. He didn’t notice when.

Looking around himself, he took in the absurdity of the situation.

He was standing in some sort of strange fantasy world. Three succubi talked about random things around him, and were sexually interested in him. He had forsaken his goddess and traveled to a new world to save it.

Laura’s description of her old life struck a chord with him.

Couldn’t he describe his life like hers? Isn’t that why Kadria’s offer had been so appealing? He had already failed by the time she attacked. As much as he had loved those around him, the world itself had been ruined. He had more regrets than he had cherished memories.

He took a bite of his burger and stared at Kadria. A part of him felt very stupid as he finally realized what Kadria had been doing all this time.

She was recruiting him.


Chapter 6




“Remind me again why you brought me here?” Narime asked Nathan as she peered out the window at the densely packed buildings around them.

“Because I’m not going anywhere near a political discussion without you and your centuries of experience,” he replied, leaning against the back of the carriage.

“While I’m touched, have you forgotten that I’m a mystic fox? My kind aren’t well liked this far west.”

She shook her six voluminous tails for effect, and their silvery fluffiness captured his attention. Narime was a mystic fox, and had silver fox ears and tails to prove it. Her slim, buxom frame accentuated her exotic appearance, particularly as she wore a figure-hugging black dress.

Nathan sat inside a carriage with her and Sen, another of his Champions. More carriages trundled in front and behind them. Each was driven by magic, and required no driver, but there were guards posted on each one.

Summer had arrived. With the amount of work that Nathan had, the weeks had passed in the blink of an eye.

Farmers began to harvest the first crop as the weather warmed. The first construction projects were in full swing. Trade caravans bustled across the roads of Gharrick Duchy, as Anna called her new territory. The turmoil simmered, at least in Nathan’s lands.

By far the best news was the ceasefire with Trafaumh. The Empire’s war against its northern neighbor was entering its third year now, with little ground gained on either side. The ceasefire only lasted for three months—long enough for both sides to argue over peace terms—but it allowed the soldiers to go home and rest.

That also meant that the summer session of the Diet would be busy. The Diet was where nobles gathered to argue about and vote on matters that affected the entire Empire.

Chief among those were military affairs and the nobility as a whole. Both matters that the nobles were deeply upset about, following the war with the Federation and its annexation.

Nathan was traveling to Aleich with Anna to help her with the Diet. He hated politics, but couldn’t ignore them this time.

The last time he had ignored politics, the princess he supported had been overthrown and he had been exiled to the Far Reaches.

“Given how badly the Nationalists hate me, I don’t think you can possibly make things worse,” Nathan said. “And I’ll need your advice. Things are getting complicated. I can handle military affairs, but I’m about as good at politics as I am at dancing.”

“Really?” Sen chirped from a corner of the carriage. She leaned backward to avoid Narime’s shifting tails.

Unlike Narime, Sen was both human and lacked any gems. She wasn’t a Champion in the truest sense, but Nathan considered her one. Her brown hair was streaked with dense patches of white. She looked around with bright red eyes, her lithe, toned figure hidden beneath her baggy red cloak.

“I heard there are lots of balls held while the Diet was on. I figured to buy a dress with Anna. Does that mean we need to get you dance lessons?” Sen asked, eyes bright.

“Yes, Nathan, do we?” Narime grinned.

“I can waltz,” he said.

“How manly,” Narime said.

“Are there manly dances?” Nathan countered.

“Back in Kurai, there was a long history of—” Narime began to say.

He rolled his eyes, realizing his mistake as she began a familiar spiel. “Yes, you’ve told me before. Warrior dances. Courting dances. The plays with dances. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them, but dancing is definitely different here.”

Narime stared at Nathan, her brow furrowed in confusion. Her tails curled around herself.

Next to her, Sen’s eyes widened and she subtly waved her hands over her lap in a “stop” motion.

“I’m certain I’ve never told you about this part of Kurai,” Narime said. “The festivals, plays, and courting rituals are unique, and something I deeply miss, but our conversations have been more limited.”

Her eyes pierced him.

Shit. He’d mixed up the knowledge from his world with this world. Narime was nearly identical between the two. Separating memories of her between the two worlds turned out to be difficult for Nathan. He often relied on contextual clues, but Narime had taught him so much that it was impossible not to slip up.

“Maybe Seraph did?” Nathan tried.

“Uh huh.” Narime’s expression returned to normal faster than he expected. “I should invite you to one of the harvest festivals that my kin are holding. There are fewer of us here than I’d like, but they have established villages in the chillier parts of the Federation.”

“Empire,” Sen corrected.

Narime rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes. I know. We need to come up with a proper name for the former Federation territories. Most people still call it the Federation.”

While Sen and Narime bantered, Nathan settled into an uncomfortable silence. He worried about the true cause of Narime’s backdown over his slipup.

Only a few of his Champions knew the truth about Nathan and the fact he had come from another world. Sen was one of them. He had overwritten the Sen from this world with the Sen from his original world. The same was true of another Champion, Sunstorm.

Fei also knew the gist of it. She had worked it out and confronted Nathan, and was now part of the trio of girls that held secret tea parties in Gharrick Pass.

They probably didn’t hold tea parties, Nathan figured. But he knew they talked about him in hushed whispers and liked to gang up on him in bed to an extent they had been hesitant to do before.

“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Fei,” Sen said, rousing Nathan from his thoughts. “She’s always by your side.”

“Somebody needs to protect the portals, and Fei is trusted and powerful,” he replied. “Plus, things are more political than military here. She’d do little more than look cute.”

“So why am I here?” Sen asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m a bandit girl with a magical spirit in her head. My talent is setting things on fire, and I’m pretty sure I’ll get in trouble if I do that to any dickhead nobles.”

Nathan briefly entertained himself at the thought of letting Sen cast one of her spells while the Diet was in session.

“Yes, don’t do that,” he said drily.

“So?” she pressed.

“You use magic, and being possessed by Ifrit gives you more cachet than you think,” Nathan said. “And, to be blunt, you’re human. I need some muscle.”

“So that’s me and Sunstorm.” Sen nodded with a smirk. “And it totally has nothing to do with having us together, huh?” Her expression turned lewd.

“It won’t,” Narime said flatly. “Nathan has been given a room in the palace, while the rest of us will be staying with Anna at a property that Archduke von Milgar has set aside.”

“Wait, so no fun times with Nathan at all?” Sen whined. “That’s dumb. Nathan, stay with us and Anna.”

“I’ll visit,” he said with a smirk. Then his expression turned serious. “But one of you will be staying with me in the palace anyway. There’s a reason I’m staying there. Things are—”

The carriage juddered to a sudden halt, and Nathan nearly bit his tongue. Sen flew forward, and he snapped an arm out to catch her. As if by instinct, she rolled onto his lap.

In the silence of the carriage, the commotion outside grew almost deafening. It sounded as if a huge crowd surrounded them. Shouting filtered into the carriage. For a moment, Nathan thought they were under attack, and his hand flew to his sword.

Then he calmed down. He heard chatter, including that of the guards outside the carriage. Nobody screamed. There certainly wasn’t any combat taking place.

“Looks like there’s some traffic,” Narime said. She sighed. “This is why I hate taking carriages. Any time a crash happens, or somebody argues at a toll, everything backs up. Walking is so much easier.”

“Can’t you teleport?” Sen said.

“She can,” Nathan said as he stood up. “She can also run faster than most carriages.”

“It’s not my fault that your carriages are so slow.”

He shook his head. Reaching for his magic, he checked his surroundings. Nobody was casting spells, and nothing seemed awry. He sensed Champions and Bastions nearby, but that was normal given the Diet was about to come into session.

“Nathan?” Narime and Sen asked together. They had sensed what he had done.

“We’re in the middle of Aleich, in carriages belonging to a duchess,” he explained. “I don’t like this.”

“Does being noble usually allow you to avoid traffic in the Empire?” Narime asked.

“Yes,” he said.

Then he opened the window and stuck his head out.

A line of carriages almost ten-deep sat unmoving in front of him. Nathan couldn’t see the cause. But he saw a gatehouse from one of Aleich’s inner walls and immediately grew suspicious.

Unlike many cities, Aleich lacked tolls or inspections. The city sprawled across the countryside. There technically was a small river system here, but Aleich had converted it into canals and sewage so long ago that not even history knew what waterways were natural and which were artificial.

That sprawl was broken up by those waterways and a number of inner walls. Aleich’s design was so chaotic that Nathan had heard of people going mad because they got lost down an alleyway.

“I don’t think we should be stopped here,” he said.

“You’re telling us,” a nearby guard said. He wore Anna’s uniform. A black strip of cloth was wrapped around his upper arm, covering the beastkin crest Nathan knew was on his armor. “Nobody seems to know what’s going on.”

Anna had brought a couple dozen guards and some beastkin knights with her, and they were all alert. They stood around the carriages, chewing on tobacco and chatting amiably with some of the passersby. But all of them had their hands on or close to their weapons.

The gathering crowd consisted of middle-class types. Merchants, laborers, and the aspirational classes. Nathan saw more than a few beastkin among them. To them, the traffic was a distraction from the monotony of the day. Vendors sent staff out to the carriages with baskets full of goods.

A pair of young catgirls walked down the line, selling woodcrafts and other baubles. An armor-polisher tried to talk some guards into paying for his services. At least one prostitute showed up, and Nathan saw a few people slip away into nearby alleyways.

He looked back and saw Anna’s carriage behind his. A head poked out from it and looked familiar.

Fyre’s expression was wary, and far sharper than Nathan was used to, as she surveyed the area. Then she saw Nathan and her face lit up with the warped fascination he expected from her. She waved to him, her red eyes practically glittering with excitement.

While he had wanted to compliment her awareness of the situation, he now felt it was a bad idea to say as much. Fyre’s head might explode if he actually said anything nice about her to her face.

“I’m going to take a look,” Nathan said.

“Not without us,” Narime growled.

The three of them slipped out of the carriage. The guards saluted perfunctorily, but they were used to him after days of traveling. The glamor of being so close to “Bastion Nathan” had worn off fast when he made it a point to chat with them every day.

A clicking on the smooth stone signaled Fyre’s arrival. She beamed at Nathan, her tail wagging behind her like a dog’s.

“Sunstorm is with Anna?” he confirmed. He doubted Fyre would leave her liege alone, but wanted to be certain.

“Of course, my lord,” Fyre said. “She is far more capable of defending against assassins than I am, so we felt it best that she remain with Anna.”

That was the reason Sunstorm was in Anna’s carriage to begin with.

Sunstorm only had a single onyx gem. Her olive skin was proof of her heritage from the Kurai Pensinula. Unlike Nathan’s other Champions, Sunstorm wasn’t trained as a warrior.

She was an assassin.

Poisoning, stealth, infiltration, espionage, counterespionage, and—Sunstorm’s favorite—killing were her tools of the trade.

For most Bastions, an assassin wasn’t that useful. They fought armies of demons. Sunstorm specialized in killing humans, even if her gems made her strong enough to defend portals as well. But Nathan valued Sunstorm’s abilities, especially right now.

“I don’t see how standing outside helps us, Nathan,” Narime said. “Or do you want to see what’s holding us up?”

He frowned. He could do that, but…

Staring at Anna’s carriage, which was now defended only by a monogem Champion and some guards, he realized how dangerous that was. Aleich should be safe, but it was crawling with Bastions and Champions from all over the Empire right now.

Not least of which were Tharban’s.

“I figure I’ll do what normal people do, and ask,” Nathan said.

Then he took a few steps away from the carriage and gave a gentle wave and a smile at a small crowd of merchants nearby. They looked local. None of them tried to hawk their goods, and instead huddled together while they chattered and watched.

“Afternoon,” Nathan said as he approached. “You used to seeing this sort of thing by now?”

A couple of the merchants eyed him warily, their gazes shooting to his uniform and especially the Bastion emblem. But the rest gave him a friendly enough greeting. The sort of greeting that made it clear that conversation was welcome, so long as he didn’t pry or try to throw his weight around.

“Normally, no,” a reedy looking man said. He clicked his tongue. “But there’s a mob of guards that have set up in the gatehouse recently. They’re stopping carriages. For security reasons.”

“It’s a mess, is what it is,” a matronly woman said, wearing finer clothes than the others. “We have to get deliveries early morning and night, and we get charged extra.” She eyed Nathan. “I assume you’re involved in this?”

“Given there aren’t supposed to be checkpoints in the city, no,” he said.

“Not like that,” she said. “This.” She waved a hand as if to gesture to the city as a whole. “Those guards aren’t working for His Majesty. It’s dumb politics.”

Nathan blinked.

“Of course, he’s involved in it,” a deeper voice said. “He caused it all.”

A bare-chested beastkin stared at him. He had a pair of thick horns and was covered in ash. A blacksmith or metalworker, probably.

Next to Nathan, Fyre took a step forward, her face twisting. Nathan stopped her.

“I’m a Bastion in service to his Majesty and the Watcher Omria,” he said. “If things fall apart because I do my duty, then maybe that says something about those responsible.”

The eyebrows of the merchants shot up.

“Maybe it does,” the beastkin blacksmith said. “I’d prefer to work in peace.”

“And I’d like a world without demons, so I could retire,” Nathan drawled. “Sometimes we deal with shit, so that we can enjoy the better days.”

Before the argument could continue, Nathan bid farewell and turned away. He had his answer, which was that this appeared to be some sort of political play.

Once back at the carriages, he looked around again. Nobody had moved. The line had more than doubled in length by now. If this was an inspection, it was the slowest one that Nathan had seen.

“This is a trap,” Narime said.

Nathan looked at her. A huff escaped her and her tails batted at him, tickling him with their fluffiness.

“I’m allowed to admit that you were right, aren’t I?” she said, raising an eyebrow as she drowned him with her tails.

“Do I get rewarded like this every time I’m right?” he said. He ran a hand through one of her luxurious fluffballs.

Narime squeaked and her tails retreated. Her glower suggested he had gone too far.

At least in public. He privately reserved some time in his calendar to comb those tails with his hands. No way was he letting her tempt him with them, then get away without a fluffing.

“One day I’m going to convince Ifrit to teach me a spell that gives me a tail,” Sen said.

Fyre tilted her head in confusion. A moment later she perked up and her tail nearly whirred behind her.

“Needs some more fluff,” Sen said, noticing the horsegirl’s reaction.

Fyre pouted.

“You don’t need a tail, Sen,” Nathan said.

“Needs and wants are separate things,” she replied, her voice deepening as she did a bad imitation of Nathan. “Plus, Ifrit goes silent any time I talk about giving myself a tail.”

Nathan stared at Sen.

How perverted was Ifrit, if that was his reaction to Sen asking about a tail? Although given Sen’s preferences in bed, it might just work…

“Oh…” Sen said, eyes widening. “I recognize that expression. That sort of tail.”

“By Omria,” Narime muttered, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Perversions aside, these wagons aren’t going anywhere. We’re going to need to deal with this ourselves, Nathan.”

He nodded, but he had already formed a plan while they joked around. “Narime, Fyre, I want the two of you to protect Anna in her carriage. Keep the door closed.”

His gaze fixed on Narime, and she frowned at him for a moment. Then she nodded. A smirk rose to her face as she led an excitable horsegirl back to Anna’s wagon. Surprisingly, Fyre hadn’t protested when he ordered her away.

Sunstorm ducked out to replace her. The Champion wore a form-fitting black leather outfit, with her only nod to the uniform being her jacket. A strip of black cloth covered her neck. Beneath it lay a single onyx, which provided her power.

Her olive skin stood out compared to everybody on the street, but she paid no heed to the stares. Her black hair had grown out and was wrapped in two small buns on either side of her head.

“Ready?” he asked.

Sunstorm responded by touching her pair of sheathed short swords. Sen gave her a shove.

“No killing,” Sen said. “At least until you’re told to.”

“Boring.”

The three of them approached the gatehouse. The wall towered over them, but there wasn’t much to see. In Aleich, the inner walls were no longer manned. They simply took up space. Crumbling stonework loomed over them, and vines stretched along the length of the wall.

Even the gatehouse itself didn’t function. The portcullises were jammed open with steel bars, as the mechanisms controlling them had rusted away centuries ago.

Inside the gatehouse were a pair of large wagons laden with large crates. Bored guards stood next to the wagons, their uniforms bearing the insignia of some random noble. The exit was blocked by a crude wooden blockade, which was manned by several men in Imperial Army uniforms and armor.

A pair of pompous merchants argued with a stocky officer, whose expression suggested he intended to be here all day. A mage stood next to them.

Unlike the other guards, the mage appeared alert. His fingers drummed on his oaken staff as he kept a lookout. He was the first person to notice Nathan, and nodded in acknowledgement.

“I’d ask if something is wrong, but it’s obvious at a glance that there is,” Nathan said loudly as he approached. “The hell is going on and on whose orders are you here?”

Nathan’s voice had an almost magical effect. The merchants backed away, their mage muttering to them to retreat to the wagons. Onlookers crowded near the entrance, peering inside. The Imperial soldiers began to cluster around Nathan, but far enough away that they probably thought they were being subtle about it.

“I don’t believe that’s any of your business, milord,” the officer said, rubbing his knuckles against his breastplate. “Our orders aren’t yours. Let us do our job and you do yours.”

“Cute,” Nathan said. “But I’m a Bastion and outrank you. Give me a reason to believe that you’re here on official orders.”

“Cute,” the officer taunted, mimicking Nathan’s tone with a smirk. “Do you have any proof of that? Fancy little crest aside, I don’t know you. I don’t take orders from nobodies.”

The atmosphere shifted instantly. An eerie silence fell, as the onlookers shut up. The mage’s eyes widened, and he gestured for the merchants to move backward. Even the bored guards reacted. They fell into wary postures, hands on their weapons as they eyed the soldiers.

Everybody knew what Nathan was, even if they didn’t recognize him. Nobody impersonated a Bastion. Not only was it treason and heresy, but it was an easily detectable lie.

To magical senses, Champions and Bastions were like magical mountains. Easily detectable even miles away, unless they hid themselves. Any magic user capable of lighting a candle without matches could confirm that Nathan was genuine.

The soldiers stopped being subtle and began to close in around Nathan. Nobody moved to help him.

Probably because they didn’t need to.

“I’m genuinely not sure if you’re acting stupid to stall me, or if you are this dumb,” Nathan said. “It’s good acting if you are stalling, but too obvious.”

“I don’t know—”

Nathan drew his sword and pointed it at the officer’s neck. “My proof is obvious enough that everybody knows who and what I am. But why don’t we walk you down to a local guard post and have them check you out?”

Before anything happened, screams and yells erupted far behind Nathan. The trap had sprung.

He sighed and sheathed his sword.

The officer stared at him dumbly. All the soldiers froze, weapons half-raised to rush Nathan.

“Sunstorm, deal with them,” he said. “No killing.”

Then he turned and walked back to his and Anna’s carriages.

“You owe me a head after this,” Sunstorm muttered.

Then she blinked forward, faster than normal eyes followed. Her first punch caved in the officer’s breastplate. He flew into two other soldiers, bowling them over.

Sunstorm didn’t watch the fat officer take flight, however. She leaped from soldier to soldier, snapping out a kick or a punch for each one. Bones shattered, armor dented, and men screamed in agony as they were brutalized by a woman much smaller than them.

Within seconds, Sunstorm had reduced the soldiers to a groaning pile of barely conscious wrecks.

“Maybe you should contact the real city guard,” she said flippantly to the merchants and their guards.

She vanished in a puff of shadow, only to reappear next to Nathan. He ignored her, his teeth gritted as he hoped he hadn’t made a mistake. Somebody had planned this out to kill Anna. For once, he wasn’t the target.


Chapter 7




Open battle had broken out near the carriages. People fled past Nathan. Nobody appeared to be injured, other than those that fell and hurt themselves. Guards from the other carriages watched the chaos, frozen with indecision.

The cause was obvious.

Anna’s guards fought against the Imperial Army. Or at least, people wearing stolen Imperial uniforms. There were several dozen attackers, and most of them only wore parts of their uniforms or had done a sloppy job putting them on. Crests and uniforms of other noble houses showed beneath the Imperial uniform.

Several onlookers were caught in the chaos. The catgirl merchants that had been walking up the carriages huddled in a corner of the melee, hugging each other. Others had taken up arms and were battling the attackers.

Nathan saw the beastkin blacksmith and several other burly beastkin battling alongside what looked to be private guards. Despite their efforts, the attackers were better trained, and the civilians started to go down.

“Sen,” Nathan ground out.

“On it,” she said.

Her eyes glowed as she raised a hand. A glowing red triangle appeared in front of it—a third rank spell.

A moment later, tendrils of pure flame ripped across the street. They shot over the shoulders of Anna’s guards and the innocents, and only targeted the enemy. Over a dozen attackers found themselves engulfed in flames as the tendrils tore through them. They began to run away, screaming, but collapsed on the way.

The tendrils instantly vanished, and Sen closed her hand.

“Shit,” Sen said. “Too much. I forgot how fragile normal people are.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said.

He rushed forward. Raising his sword, he cast a fourth rank spell. A glowing yellow square appeared around the tip of his blade.

After several long, agonizing moments, lightning slammed into the center of the melee. At least one attacker screamed as he was blown away, but that wasn’t the point.

The point was to scare the shit out of everybody.

The melee froze. The attackers faltered, looking over at Nathan to see him approaching with two Champions.

“Folker, are we fucking done yet?” one of the attackers yelled. He had a grizzled beard and seemed to be the leader.

Nathan was almost certain that “Folker” was the surname of a Nationalist noble.

More importantly, Nathan looked over to where the ambush leader had yelled.

A cloaked figure leaped away from Anna’s carriage. The carriage had been blown open, and wreckage was strewn about the road.

Fyre charged after the figure, her garnets glowing like miniature suns. Garnets were a jack-of-all-trades gem, and provided Champions with a good mix of strength and durability. For many, they were the poor brother to diamond gems, which had a similar role.

But Fyre’s scimitar glowed with a golden light, and she seemed to leave small afterimages as she attacked. She must have some sort of gem ability, despite using garnets.

The cloaked figure reeled under the attack. Their hands bristled with magic and were somehow able to deflect Fyre’s scimitar without being cut open. Very little could be seen other than the cloak. The hood covered their face in magical shadow.

Then the figure blinked backward. Not in a puff of shadow, but closer to short-range instant teleportation. Their cloak billowed outward for a moment.

Nathan hissed. He saw two gleaming opalescent gems in the figure’s collarbone. More to the point, the figure was definitively female, given the notable curve to their chest. Under the cloak was the uniform of an Imperial noble, likely Folker’s.

He knew who this Champion was. If she hadn’t used both of her gem abilities, he might not have immediately recognized her. But while she hadn’t been one of his Champions in his world, he had fought alongside her many times, up until her death during the fall of Trafaumh. Like Sunstorm, she was a trained assassin.

The assassin spotted Nathan and paused. At this point, she should retreat.

“Folker!” the ambush leader shouted.

Fyre charged the assassin, and she vanished. As expected.

Then the assassin reappeared closer to Nathan, preparing to strike.

In that instant, Nathan realized his mistake.

He was a famous Bastion, but far from his binding stones. Right now, he was protected by two Champions, and about to be attacked by a duogem Champion that specialized in killing.

“Shit,” he said.

Power rose within him as he reached for his binding stones. He’d need to reinforce his body with spells and every ounce of magic that he could to keep up.

Next to him, Sen prepared a pair of third rank spells while Sunstorm stepped in front of Nathan. Both of them were ready to defend their Bastion.

“Folk—” the ambush leader tried to say again.

Except he was interrupted by a short sword severing his head.

The catgirl merchants from earlier rose to their feet. One held a gleaming short sword and two gems glowed in her collarbone as she ripped off a cloth collar. The other pulled her sword out from inside a basket.

Blood flew as the catgirls slaughtered a half-dozen attackers. They charged the assassin, their gems glowing with power.

With a quick glance at Nathan, the assassin vanished.

Cursing, the catgirls whirled and checked their surroundings. But the assassin was nowhere to be seen.

The remaining attackers were quickly subdued. Nathan noted that the catgirls didn’t bother taking prisoners. They brutally executed anyone who resisted, their expressions now thunderous scowls.

But enough of the attackers surrendered that there would be prisoners to deal with. The fighting stopped, and a crowd slowly began to build up again.

“You’ve stopped us, but we still won,” one of them spat. “Your precious duchess is fucking dead. Some super Bastion you are, huh?”

Discontent rose among the crowd. Some saw Anna’s destroyed carriage and began to connect the dots.

Fyre bounced over to him. “It’s fine, my lord. You don’t need to—”

“He doesn’t need to worry? Because he’s going to be the new duke? You hear that, folks?” the man said.

Fyre and the catgirls glared at him, and Nathan suspected this was an intentional ploy at martyrdom.

Fortunately, help arrived.

“If Nathan is becoming duke, it’s certainly not because I’m dead,” Anna said.

She stepped out from her ruined carriage, completely unharmed. Narime followed her and gave Nathan a wink.

The crowd clapped. To them, they’d seen a great magic trick. The attackers stared in disbelief.

Moments later, Anna’s guards and knights crowded around her. Her attempts to shoo them away failed. But word would spread in the city about what had happened.

“My lord, I saw his uniform. He was part of—” Fyre began to say, her tail wagging excitedly.

“A mercenary group,” Nathan interrupted, speaking loudly enough to drown her out.

Fyre stared at him in confusion. “No, I mean—”

“Fyre, shut up,” Sunstorm said.

The horsegirl opened her mouth to complain, but then shut it when Nathan shot her a look. She pouted.

“Mercenaries?” one of the catgirl Champions asked, approaching them. They toyed with their swords—probably because they didn’t have a scabbard.

“Almost certainly. They’ve stolen uniforms from nobles and the Imperial Army. They’re here to sow chaos in the Empire. There’s a bunch more of them back in the gatehouse,” Nathan said, speaking far too loudly. He wanted the crowd to hear him. Then he lowered his voice. “Until we confirm anything else, I think this is the best approach.”

“Mmmm, I’ve been hearing great things about you, Bastion Nathan,” the catgirl said with a smile. “It seems you live up to the stories.” She licked her lips and looked at his crotch. “Although I can’t confirm some of them.”

The other catgirl coughed and elbowed her partner. “We’ll take over from here and do that confirming, sir. We’re Champions assigned to His Majesty’s… defense network.”

Both catgirls showed him small silver badges that bore the mark of the Imperial Spymaster. Nathan briefly touched them and confirmed the magic in them was genuine, then nodded.

“Thanks for the intervention,” he said.

“We’d hoped to take her down, but saving you will have to be good enough for our report,” the first catgirl said. She sighed. “Fucking paperwork. I’ll try to get you an early copy of the report. I’m told you’ll be in the palace.”

Both catgirls saluted, before leaving him alone.

“Defense network?” Sen asked.

“Spies,” Sunstorm said flatly. “I thought the Bastion for Aleich was Maylis?”

“She is. The spymaster borrows Champions from Bastions whose portals are relatively inactive.” He frowned.

Borrowing Champions wasn’t the most reliable system. Loyalty couldn’t be guaranteed.

It was why he remained wary of Fyre. He’d been holding off on it, but he needed to transfer her to his control. The downside was that it would make it even harder to send her to Vera if he formed a personal connection through Fyre’s gems.

The real Imperial Army showed up quickly enough and hurried the carriages along. Nathan left them to their work.

His party needed to squeeze into a single carriage now that one had been destroyed. A brief fight broke out over who got to sit next to him.

The result was Fyre glowering at Sen and Sunstorm. Sen cuddled up against Nathan, grinning at Fyre triumphantly.

“Don’t be obnoxious,” he warned.

“Oh, please. She’ll be doing this all the time once you finally make her your Champion. I’m not looking forward to fighting her for your attention.” Sen pouted for a moment.

As expected, Fyre brightened up.

“I have to say, teleportation was more uncomfortable than I expected,” Anna complained. “Does it get better if you’re expecting it?”

“No,” Nathan and Narime both said. The fox eyed him, then shrugged.

“I took Anna the moment the fighting broke out,” Narime explained. “As such, I only saw the aftermath. But those uniforms paint a dark picture, Nathan. This looks like an attempt by the Nationalists to assassinate Anna.”

Fyre nodded enthusiastically, before cocking her head and looking at Nathan expectantly.

Everybody else waited to hear what he had to say, save for one person.

“It’s too obvious. Why would a duogem Champion wear the uniform of their master during an assassination?” Sunstorm said flatly. “If the attackers can get their hands on that many Imperial Army uniforms, why not wear unmarked clothes beneath them?”

Narime pursed her lips. “You think it’s a setup.”

“Who is Folker?” Sunstorm asked Nathan.

Anna butted in and said, “One of the leaders of the Nationalist faction. A southern powerbroker with close ties to Tharban. Did they say his name?”

“They called the assassin by his name,” Sunstorm replied.

“Wow. That is obvious.” Anna frowned. “Then who is behind it?”

“Somebody with access to a duogem Champion, and a rare one at that. I’ve never seen moonstone used for gemming,” Sunstorm said. “Seraph said it’s only really used in Falmir.”

An uncomfortable silence filled the carriage. It trundled along the streets, taking them closer and closer to the palace.

“Nathan,” Narime said. “You know something, don’t you? That’s why you’ve been so silent.”

All eyes turned to him.

He nodded. “I do. The Champion is from Falmir. Her name is Erica Reed, and she serves Bastion Gareth Pike. If she hadn’t used both of her gem abilities, I wouldn’t have known it was her.”

Anna’s eyes bulged. “But that’s—” She composed herself, and scowled. “You think Falmir tried to assassinate me?”

“It might not be the first time,” Narime said. Her expression held a wariness that hadn’t been present before Nathan admitted he recognized the assassin.

“What?”

Nathan sighed. “Kuda thinks that Princess Charlotte’s Champion intended to kill both you and Alice during the cascade earlier this year.”

“Fucking hell, Nathan,” Anna spat at him. “Do you plan on dropping something bigger? Did you knock up Alice, and that’s why you’re staying at the palace?”

He glared at her, and she had the self-awareness to wince and mumble an apology.

“Falmir’s interference isn’t the only notable observation,” Nathan said. He looked at Sunstorm expectantly.

She raised an eyebrow in return and looked at the others. “Did nobody else spot the obvious?”

“I was preoccupied,” Narime said.

Sen shrugged and gave Sunstorm a bright smile, which caused the olive-skinned Champion to blush and look away. Nothing else was said.

With a sigh, Sunstorm explained, “Fine. The interruption lasted ages, and had been taking place for days. But the guards showed up within minutes once we intervened. Plus, those two Champions just happened to be here today? The Empire was either involved or were springing their own trap on Falmir.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “I’d wondered why the Army didn’t do anything. The Emperor has military authority over Aleich, given the amount of nobles here, so it was strange that this could happen under his nose.”

Nathan considered how the invasion of the Federation had played out. Everything had neatly supported Emperor Gorthal’s plans. Now Falmir staged a botched assassination attempt that publicly framed the Nationalists? Convenient.

The issue was: if Falmir were working with the Emperor, why would they have attempted to kill either Anna or Alice during the cascade? At the time, Anna was a convenient noble for both Nathan and Leopold to hold behind. And Alice is the Emperor’s beloved granddaughter.

Schemes within schemes. Nathan didn’t know what to make of the situation. It was possible that someone else with influence in the Imperial Army arranged things, he supposed.

Despite himself, he recalled some of the words that Torneus said, right before he was captured.

“Gorthal is slowly realizing that he’s being cornered, but he’s played his hand poorly throughout his life,” Torneus had said while drinking his ouzo.

Everybody was in this for themselves. Nathan needed to remember that. Not every scheme was linked. Sometimes, players in this intricate game acted for their own purpose. The Emperor might be working with Falmir, but they might also want to overthrow him.

“Nathan, how did you recognize the Champion?” Narime asked. “And why do you know who she works for? I’ve never even heard of this Gareth. You’re knowledgeable, but this is a bridge too far.”

He winced. Gareth was one of his oldest, truest friends from his world. The two of them had fought side by side until Gareth met his end during the fall of Trafaumh.

Both Anna and Narime looked at Nathan expectantly. The other girls winced, their eyes looking between the fox and Nathan.

Nathan wasn’t sure if he should be open in front of Fyre. But he also didn’t want to lie to Anna. For now, he decided to let Fyre know the general gist of his secrets. That did mean he’d need to deal with her sooner rather than later. Making her his Champion would be necessary.

“I know it for the same reason I know a lot of other things,” he said slowly. “I’ve kept my secrets for good reason. It might be time to tell all of you—soon.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “No, Nathan, your oath—”

“Isn’t related to these secrets, Anna. It’s been convenient to hide behind, but the reason I haven’t told anyone is because of the danger, not because I’ll be damned.”

Although Nathan was damned anyway.

“I suspected this wasn’t a Bastion secret, given even Seraph doesn’t know it,” Narime said drily. “It’s your most mysterious secret, and one that I can tell that Sen and Sunstorm already know.”

The two Champions looked away as Narime shot glares at them.

“Fei knows as well. She worked it out herself,” Nathan said.

“What!?” three voices snapped in chorus. Narime, Anna, and Fyre were in disbelief.

“Fei? Our cute little catgirl who eats half a cow’s worth of meat each day, fidgets restlessly during lectures, and loses all motivation when she hasn’t fucked you in the last week?” Narime said, her voice loaded with disbelief. “That Fei? She worked out your secret?”

“Yes.”

“Should I just start guessing wildly?” Narime asked sarcastically.

“Fei got it first try. In fact, she worked it out before she was gemmed and proved it to me,” Nathan said.

Narime’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. Anna giggled, hiding her mouth behind one hand.

Fyre’s expression was different, however. Her shock gave way to pride. She smirked at nothing, her eyes locked on a corner of the carriage.

“You’re forbidden from telling me until I make my guess,” Narime said.

“I want to talk about it before we leave, so make it quick.”

With the serious topic finished, they talked about other things for the remainder of the trip. Soon enough, the carriage rolled to a stop.

The doors opened, and Anna’s knights greeted them with salutes. Their armor bore scratches, and one of their heads was bandaged. Despite that, they helped Anna out of the carriage. Everybody else dismounted without aid, although a knight tried to help Nathan.

They stood within the outer grounds of the palace. Like the rest of Aleich, there wasn’t a dedicated section of the city cordoned off by a huge wall. Instead, the palace loomed over the business hub of the city.

While the palace itself was walled off, it stood on raised ground and many of its buildings were open to the public. Their carriage had rolled through one of the checkpoints and parked in the designated undercover space. Imperial soldiers patrolled the grounds, but they waved and smiled at the merchants and nobles walking up the steps to the palace itself.

Outside the wall, a paved boulevard encircled the palace. A mass of well-dressed merchants and nobles moved between buildings, leaving room for passing carriages and wagons. Banks, merchant guilds, mercenary offices, and trading houses lined the street.

“Alice said she’d be in the throne room,” Anna said. “We should head into the Imperial Palace.”

“Which building?” Sen asked, eyes wide as she stared at the palatial complex.

“The one in the center with the gigantic statue of Omria over the entrance.”

Sen nodded, but continued looking around as they walked up the steps.

“Why is it so big?” she mumbled.

“Because it used to be the center of the largest nation in the world, and where Omria herself resided,” Nathan said, staring up at the robed and winged statue of the goddess. “The Anfang Empire once controlled all of Doumahr west of the Gharrick Mountains. The palace still radiates with her presence.”

“Is that what this strange feeling is?” Sunstorm said.

“The Imperial Palace is akin to the domain of a Bastion,” Narime explained. “The Bastion who controls it can manipulate reality within it, just like Nathan does near his binding stones. How it works is one of the closest guarded secrets of the Empire.”

“So, what is the secret?” Anna asked, looking at Nathan expectantly.

He shrugged. When the Empire fell in his world, the palace had been reduced to ruins. When he and other Bastions found it, the stonework still radiated with power. Mages studied the ruins, but discovered nothing.

“I don’t know,” he said. “The palace isn’t a binding stone, but it grants the same power as one. The only conclusion is that it’s an artifact left behind by Omria herself, and the secret to it is one she left to the Emperors of the Anfang Empire.”

Right now, Bastion Maylis had control over the palace. Nathan needed to stay on her good side.

They stepped up to the double door entrance to the Imperial Palace. The guards now bore the golden emblem of the Emperor himself—they were the royal guards, not the Imperial Army. One of them pulled a lever. The doors slowly ground open.

Once inside, they noted how empty the place was.

“Isn’t the Diet in pre-session?” Nathan said.

“Every college has separate buildings in the complex,” Anna said as she strode forward, Fyre beside her. “We only use the grand hall when the Emperor needs to be present, or for a million other procedural reasons.”

Ah, bureaucracy. Nathan didn’t ask about the other reasons. The Imperial Diet was a complex beast. It had to be, given it was a mechanism that brought together nobles across the entire Empire and gave them the ability to influence the entire nation.

Nathan wanted as little to do with it as possible. But ignoring it completely was unwise.

He refused to repeat the mistakes of his past.

“The actual throne room is around the corner, behind this one. Alice will need to let us in,” Anna said.

Walking forward, they looked around. Nathan’s Champions oohed and aahed over the monolithic size of the palace. Even Nathan was impressed. He had implanted memories of this place, but they paled in comparison to seeing it himself.

This was a work of the Watcher Omria. A building of a vastness that even mages struggled to create. The highest point of the hall was over twenty stories tall, and the palace had towers that dwarfed that height. Every block of stone in the building exuded powerful magic.

Shouting interrupted Nathan’s appreciation of the palace. He turned, hand on his sword. His Champions took up defensive positions in front of him, while Fyre protected Anna.

The entrance to the hall had been closing, and now it stopped with a juddering boom. A moment later, it began creaking and grinding open again.

The man responsible for this was none other than Tharban himself. Nathan’s father had come to see his son at last.


Chapter 8




Tharban rammed the doors open with his raw strength. The gears screeched in fury as they desperately fought against him. The doors weighed countless tons and were huge blocks of steel-plated wood filled with ancient magic, so they didn’t even flex in response to Tharban’s push.

Slowly, the doors ground open again. The royal guards protested behind the giant, and eventually they managed to get the door to open properly. Near Nathan, a small cluster of guards formed.

“Third time in a fucking year he’s tried to break the door,” one of them muttered.

Tharban strode toward Nathan. There was little physical resemblance between the two men, despite being father and son. Both had black hair, a square jaw, were clean-shaven, and were tall. That was about it.

Where Nathan was built from lean muscle, Tharban was a bear of a man. Even his hair made him look like a bear. An unkind person might suggest this implied something about Nathan’s parentage.

Given Tharban’s short temper, that person would likely make that implication from as far away as possible.

Nurevia followed behind Tharban. She smirked at Nathan, and invitingly ran a finger from her crotch to her lips. The dark elf had made her interest in him very clear earlier this year.

Stopping short of Nathan, Tharban glared down at him.

Nathan returned the glare with a stare of bland indifference.

Around them, the guards and Champions shifted uneasily. At least one guard ran off, presumably to contact his superior or possibly Maylis herself. None of the Champions drew weapons. Anna remained behind Fyre.

Nurevia licked her lips, her eyes oozing with lust as she looked between both men.

Tharban grunted and looked over Nathan. His eyes narrowed at Fyre.

“You’ve recruited another of these breeding sluts?” Tharban snarled. “Do you plan to fill your castles with abominations after you knock them all up? I’m guessing that catgirl bitch of yours isn’t here because she’s too big to fit it in a carriage, after all.”

Nathan could hear a pin drop. The hall fell completely silent.

The royal guards held themselves back, but their fury made itself known. Heated glares punched into Tharban. Knuckles whitened on halberds and sheathed swords. Eyes bulged and veins nearly popped.

Although their armor hid it, many of the royal guards were beastkin. They normally tucked their ears into helmets and kept their tails curled under cloaks.

The officers made calming gestures, although at least one looked as if he might join in.

Nurevia looked around with a smirk and fingered her weapons.

“It’s nice to see you too, Tharban,” Nathan said drily.

Tharban sneered. “Still no spine. I insult your woman and you won’t even defend her? You’re even more of a bitch than the women pathetic enough to fuck you.”

Damn. Nathan had to admit that Tharban knew how to start a fight. These were some good fighting words. Nathan privately kept them in mind, in case he needed to provoke somebody in the future.

But trying to kill a count in the palace was treason, no matter how many times Tharban insulted him. This was a setup. Nathan wasn’t some young pup who seethed every time somebody pricked his pride.

All eyes were on Nathan. They expected him to hit back or do something.

In truth, he wanted to laugh at Tharban. That might make things worse. Better to avoid Tharban for now, and flatten him later, when things were less political.

“There’s nothing to defend her from. Nobody cares about your opinion, Tharban,” Nathan said, still staring at his father with a bland expression. “But they do care about mine, and they already know what it is.”

Tharban’s hands balled into fists as he glared at Nathan.

For several long moments, nothing was exchanged other than glares.

Which Nathan found odd.

Fyre wasn’t Nathan’s Champion, and Tharban should be able to sense that. Champions were imprinted with the magic of their Bastions. Nathan’s wasn’t on Fyre. It should have been Tharban’s next point of attack, given he was trying to go after his women.

Or maybe Tharban didn’t care, because Fyre was a beastkin.

“They’ll learn soon enough whose opinion they should value,” Tharban boomed. He stepped forward, so that he towered over Nathan. “You’ve made a name for yourself with the help of Leopold’s bitches and Gorthal’s web of lies. But nothing gets done in Aleich without a real pair of balls. You left those behind in my county.”

Tharban slammed his hand forward, palm open, intending to knock Nathan over.

Instantly, Nathan was struck with deja vu. One of his implanted memories flared to life, reminding him of his past before he arrived in this world.

He saw Tharban standing over him. This was right before the first war with Trafaumh, and before Nathan went to the academy to train as a Bastion. People stood around him—advisors and friends who had helped Nathan run the county for years. Nurevia stood in a corner, watching in excitement.

Tharban reached out with his hand and bowled Nathan over. His father insulted him, called him weak for helping beastkin, and for not training more soldiers.

The crowd shifted. Then Tharban looked at them, and they jeered at Nathan.

That had been what turned the Nathan Straub of this world into a Bastion. Anger seethed within him, boiling over as he joined the academy.

Back in the present, Nathan ignored the sudden surge of anger. Tharban’s hand rammed into his chest.

Nathan didn’t even flinch.

Tharban blinked. His hand was pressed into Nathan’s chest, which hadn’t moved a fraction of an inch from the impact. The giant had the strength to force open the palace doors, but couldn’t even ruffle Nathan’s clothing.

With a loud grunt, Tharban shoved Nathan. The force was immense, and Nathan felt pain blossom in his chest. His ribs creaked. He responded by pumping magical power into his body, so that he remained perfectly still.

“Are you done?” Nathan said flatly. Tharban pushed again, his face turning red with effort.

Nathan yawned, even raising one hand to his face. “I have things to do. Important people to meet. Maybe you should do this with somebody who enjoys it?”

Tharban recoiled as if he had been physically struck. His eyes widened, and snapped over to Nurevia. She blushed and twisted, sticking her tongue out coyly.

“Do not,” Tharban growled at Nurevia, who gasped with pleasure.

“I’m sure the palace has a private room you can borrow,” Nathan said. “Maybe ask one of the guards?”

He gestured to the nearby guards, who appeared completely dumbfounded by what was happening.

“Enough,” Tharban said. “Nurevia, we’re leaving.”

Then he strode off. Nurevia followed, but strayed close to Nathan. Her eyes were glued to him and were wide open.

When she passed him, her hand gripped his crotch and she whispered, “Who knew you’d end up with the biggest dick in the family?”

Tharban whirled and snarled at Nurevia. She giggled and pranced over to him.

“Hurry up,” he snapped.

His arm grabbed her and pulled her forward. Nurevia went flying, crashing into the palace floor and tumbling head over heels. Her head slammed into the stone tiles multiple times before she stopped.

Anna gasped, while the other Champions watched grimly. She looked at Nathan, as if to demand him to intervene.

He shrugged. “She’s a Champion. It’s not like that’s going to hurt her much.”

True to his words, Nurevia got up and dusted herself off. Her eyes followed the retreating Tharban for several seconds.

Then she turned back to Nathan and gave him a fluttering wave with her fingers. A moment later, she vanished from the hall with Tharban.

“Nathan, are you alright?” Anna asked, voice soft.

“I’m fine,” he said, and gave her and the others a smile.

“But—”

“Let’s go see Alice,” he said, and took the lead. The others followed, despite their looks of concern.

Royal knights guarded the actual throne room, which was a smaller room behind the grand hall. Nathan had never met or seen the royal knights before, but he knew of them.

To some extent, his own knights were modeled after the royal knights here. The Empire knew that ordinary soldiers were no match for Champions and Bastions. Despite this, they needed to protect the archdukes and the emperor.

That meant training knights and spellblades far beyond the capability of normal soldiers, and giving them the best equipment a nation could forge. While a duogem or trigem Champion could still defeat the royal knights, they posed a genuine threat to them. The same principle applied to fighting demons, which Nathan used when building his own defensive forces.

In the future, it became standard practice for fighting off Messengers and demonic hordes. Losing entire armies of poorly equipped and trained soldiers ceased to be viable after the mass evacuation of the Federation. Entire families had been buried near the Gharrick Mountains, or their bodies lost entirely. The people refused to accept such massive losses again.

But right now, most portals could be handled with Champions and ordinary soldiers. Large scale warfare between nations was only ramping up, with the recent wars being some of the largest in centuries. Nathan had an edge that he’d soon lose.

After a short wait, the knights let them into the throne room. Alice waited inside with a duogem Champion and a number of royal knights. She tried to shoo them away, but they refused.

“If he was Leopold, would you still insist on staying?” she said. “His Majesty trusts Nathan, and he is a loyal Bastion of Omria. Please give us some privacy.”

After many protests, the knights and the Champion moved into the antechambers of the throne room. Nathan suspected they could still hear them.

At least, they could before Narime’s tails shifted and cast a ward over the room.

“There, we should be protected from any spying eyes and ears,” Narime said with a smirk, then frowned. “At least, non-Bastion ones. I do not promise protection from Bastion Maylis.”

“I’d be scared if you did,” Nathan replied. “You’ve been practicing your ascended magic lately, but we’ve already established that Bastion wards are more powerful than your magic.”

“For now,” Narime said.

“Ahem,” Alice said.

Nathan turned to her.

The princess wore a stunning black and gold dress, which puffed out around her waist. Nathan imagined that it must be rather stuffy underneath, but it suited her. She seemed to radiate beauty, and the golden emblems of the imperial family suited her, particularly with her blonde hair.

A moment later, his appreciation was interrupted as she leaped into his arms and tackled him in a hug.

“It’s great to see you, Nathan,” Alice said. “I’ve missed you.”

Every eye in the room bore into Nathan.

He coughed. “It’s good to see you as well, Your Imperial Highness.”

Alice stepped back, tilted her head, and gave him a smile that stretched across her face but didn’t reach her eyes.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite hear that. Could you please repeat yourself, Nathan?” Alice asked, her voice saccharine sweet.

“It’s good to see you, Alice,” he said with a smirk.

She poked him in the chest. “Much better. You’re not Uncle Leopold. I won’t let you get away with calling me by my title.”

“What about around your grandparents?” Nathan asked.

“Hah, very funny,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Given how much both seem to like you, I doubt they’ll care. You’re the second coming of Leopold.”

Fyre’s ears pricked up for some reason. She opened her mouth to say something, but Anna shushed her.

The meeting with Alice was mostly to sort out their visit. They organized their schedule, where Anna was staying, confirmed names of interesting nobles, and which days the Diet was actually intending to talk about important things.

Nathan refused to sit and listen to a bunch of nobles debate about taxation policy. While Alice and Anna insisted there were some important discussions to be had about trade taxes, he stared them down.

“I’m a Bastion. Do the trade taxes have anything to do with military affairs? No? Then I want nothing to do with them,” he declared.

They pouted at him, but gave up. Why they cared was beyond him.

Eventually, the ambush came up.

“We were attacked on the way here,” Anna said.

Alice stared at her, then Nathan. “By…?”

“We don’t know,” he said, giving Anna a look.

Anna rolled her eyes. “An assassin from Falmir.”

Fuck.

Alice went white.

A moment later, Anna realized her mistake. “Oh, uh—”

“What?” Alice gasped. “But—”

“It was a false flag attack, intended to frame the Nationalists,” Nathan said, trying to salvage the situation. “The Imperial Spymaster knew it was happening, but only intervened afterward. The entire situation is steeped in intrigue and is something we shouldn’t be discussing here.”

He glared at Anna, then waved an arm to gesture to the walls.

Calming down some, Alice nodded. “That… seems very possible. And I agree.” She shook herself, then asked Nathan something different, “The knights said Tharban was here earlier.”

“He was,” Nathan said.

“And?”

“And he acted like Tharban, then left.”

Sen barked with laughter. “You mean he tried everything possible to provoke you, then got pissy when you didn’t fight back. I wish I had some way to record his face when he tried to knock you down.”

“That was fantastic,” Sunstorm said, to nods.

Alice pouted. “So I missed you showing up your father?”

“It wasn’t that impressive. He said a lot of rather awful crap,” Nathan admitted. “I’ll probably take notes next time I want to start a fight.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t respond to the last one. I think even Leopold would have gotten mad,” Anna said. “Kuda told me you had a good poker face, but now I’m definitely never playing you.”

Given Anna refused to play him in most board and card games anyway, that wasn’t much of a change. She hated losing, and Nathan had spent many boring years on the front whiling away the days playing games.

These days, he mostly played with Seraph and Narime in games from Kurai. He had yet to master the game they called shogi.

After they discussed some additional matters, it was time to retire for the afternoon. Anna needed to organize meetings and read documents for the Diet sittings. Alice appeared to be doing half the job of the Emperor already. And the rest of his Champions could do with some time to settle in.

“So, who stays here tonight?” Sen asked, staring at Nathan.

Alice tilted her head. “Oh, of course you’re keeping a Champion with you. My apologies. I’ll prepare a separate bedroom for them.”

Everybody stared at her. Alice’s face slowly reddened, and she looked down.

“Oh, right,” she muttered.

“Yeah, there’s not a chance in hell I’m missing a chance to keep Nathan to myself. The calendar’s way too full these days,” Sen said flatly. “Plus, no Fei means I won’t be rudely woken up in the morning by a catgirl demanding a shower and for her tail and hair to be combed.”

Sunstorm’s and Narime’s eyes widened. It appears they hadn’t realized what it meant to not have Fei around.

“Wow. She’s that bad?” Anna asked.

“How have you missed her behavior?” Narime said in disbelief.

“I’m an early riser.”

The Champions decided on the order of who stayed with Nathan through chance—they tried to guess a number that Anna wrote down.

Naturally, Narime won because she cheated. Sen and Sunstorm came second and third respectively.

How badly would they assault Narime once they learned that the fox’s magic allowed her to read the writing on the paper?

Fyre, for one, seemed suspicious of the fox. She gave Narime an odd look, as if unsure if she should speak up. But she didn’t, and they all left.

After they separated, a guard led Nathan to his room. He learned it was next door to Alice’s room. Sadly, there wasn’t a door connecting them and the wards between each room prevented teleportation or other shenanigans.

Nathan stepped inside his bedroom and admired the palatial size. A small house could fit inside the room.

Then he froze.

A black door stood in the corner.

Kadria had somehow followed him here. Even in the middle of a sanctuary of Omria, the Messenger’s presence made itself known.

Another part of Nathan’s faith cracked, as he realized just how weak the goddess’s presence was. Perhaps the power in the palace really was just a binding stone. Maybe an ancient Bastion had ground up a binding stone and used it in the building material.

Because if this palace really was a sanctified place of Omria, Kadria shouldn’t be here.

“What’s wrong? Your expression turned foul for a moment,” Narime asked as they sat on the bed.

“Maybe I’m just tired,” he said.

He slumped back on the bed with a soft thump. Narime’s tails hovered over his face. Her hands crept onto his stomach and chest, and quickly began to undo his uniform.

“Well, there is a solution to that,” she said with a giggle. “But I do want to check on you. Facing down Tharban like that must have been hard. He’s still your father. I can’t imagine how it must have made you feel.”

She probably couldn’t. Mystic foxes typically don’t know their parents, as they were raised communally.

After everything Nathan had cocked up today, he at least remembered that Narime hadn’t told him that yet.

“Maybe. But Tharban’s a monster. It’s easy not to think of him as my father,” he said.

“You still have one. You have a chance to know him. That’s more than…” she trailed off with a sigh. “Foxes don’t know their parents. I’m also one of the rare foxes without a twin or triplet. If you have a chance, will you try to reconcile with Tharban? Like you did with Torneus?”

Nathan stared at her in disbelief. “You’re joking right?”

“Is he that bad?”

“You heard him right? And saw him? He’s wearing actual beastkin tails around his neck. Torneus had the right idea, even if we ended up as enemies and he lost his way at some point. But Tharban is… It doesn’t matter what his sob story is—if he even has one—because you can’t justify that sort of evil,” Nathan said.

“It’s not heresy,” Narime said.

“I’d argue it’s worse.”

She stared at him.

That anger from earlier bubbled within Nathan. It bothered him, but he didn’t think it was his or what drove him to dislike Tharban so much.

He wasn’t really Nathan Straub, after all. When Kadria brought him to this world, he had overwritten the personality of the original Nathan. In mind and spirit, he remained Nathan Martel. He even looked like his old self, for the most part.

Nathan hadn’t really been disowned or made to feel inferior by Tharban. Those implanted memories weren’t really his.

That was why he so dispassionately dismissed the brute. Nathan cared about Nurevia, but Tharban was nothing more a political enemy who needed to be crushed before he brought down the Empire. Letting him get inside Nathan’s head was a mistake.

“I think we might need to talk about these secrets of yours sooner rather than later,” Narime muttered. Then she smiled at him as she straddled his waist. “But I’m glad that you don’t appear conflicted. I want you to talk to me when you do, Nathan. I’m more than your Champion or lover, Nathan. There is so much we can share with each other.”

Then, as if to illustrate her point, Narime’s fingers slipped into his pants and gripped his hardening cock.

“And I think there’s something in here I’d like you to share right now.” She giggled as she slipped her panties off.

Her fingers tickled his very tip as she pumped his shaft. Every motion delicate and loaded with pleasure as she played his cock like an instrument. He groaned, feeling the heat of her hand through his length.

“We only just got here,” he said, pretending to resist. “I’m not even fully on the bed.”

That much was true. He was hanging off the edge of the bed as she crouched over him.

But she merely smirked as her fingers brought him up to full mast. She pulled one of his hands to her pussy.

“All the more reason to break the bed in,” Narime cooed. “And we’re both very happy to do so. See?”

She held his hand up, which was sticky with her juices. He pulled his fingers apart, and translucent strands dripped from them onto his palm.

Her lips captured his in a kiss as she leaned into him. Huge silver tails closed around them, enclosing him in a fluffy prison that tickled his arms, neck, and head.

Pulling away, Narime looked down at him with a smile and eyes filled with expectation. She pressed herself against the tip of his cock and let out a soft sigh.

“Shall you, or shall I?” she asked.

“It’s your turn, I think,” Nathan said. “Pretty sure I ruined you last time.”

She pouted. “I wasn’t ruined.”

“You don’t even remember Sen interrupting us.”

“That’s… Fine. But that’s different. You just got a little intense,” Narime said. “You’re so much more experienced at this than me. I can’t take it when you pound me while stroking my tails.”

“Uh huh. So, how about you insert it?” he suggested.

She continued pouting, but gave in.

His cock slid inside her, until Narime sheathed the whole thing inside herself.

“Fuck,” she said. “I’m still not used to the size.”

“It gets—”

“Don’t you dare suggest making it smaller,” she said. “I’m already annoyed that you shrunk it once.”

Slowly, Narime started moving. At first, she ground herself against him, her juices building in a slick pool on his crotch and stomach. Then she started bouncing, which did beautiful things to her tits and fox ears.

Her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she slammed her hips into his in a long, smooth motion. Soft, happy moans escaped her lips. His cock popped in and out, pressing tightly against her insides and growing more and more covered with their mixed fluids.

“More,” she half-moaned, half-screamed.

Narime picked up the pace, and Nathan responded as she squealed with pleasure. She bounced on his cock as he reshaped her insides with his length using rapid pumps. Thrust after thrust brought them both closer to climax.

“Inside!” she moaned, gripping Nathan tightly as she collapsed against him.

Her legs grew taut. Her insides contracted around him, trying to milk him. Cute fox ears twitched in his vision as she moaned sweetly.

He kept pumping into her, pushing himself to climax as fast as possible. Narime kept squealing with each thrust. Her warmth and wetness wrapped around his cock and her sweet arousal wafted through his nose.

Then he filled her. Her back arched, and all of her tails stuck up in the air at once. They quivered, as if dancing with pleasure. He made her entire body shudder with each shot he put in her, until she melted against him.

The door opened.

“Nathan, I wanted to ask about earlier—” Alice said as she walked in.

The room froze. Nathan regretted not locking the door.

Alice’s eyes fixed on his cock, which was firmly planted in Narime. As if taunting the princess, Narime raised her hips and he popped out. A flood of white seed drooled out of Narime as she moaned, and it poured all over his cock.

“Wow,” Alice said, face so red that Nathan worried she was about to pass out.

A moment later, she stopped staring at him and left the room.

Narime moaned, then grinned at Nathan. “Maybe we should invite her?”

“Were you always this horny?” he asked, glaring at her.

“Only after meeting you. So you have only yourself to blame.” She cuddled him. “We should probably clean up and see what Alice wants to talk about.”


Chapter 9




After he and Narime quickly cleaned up—and he admonished the fox with a heavy ruffling of her tails and ears—they let Alice in. She refused to meet Nathan’s eyes for over a minute as he prepared some coffee using the room’s built-in kitchen.

Nathan and Narime protected the room with wards. Despite Maylis’s power, he doubted she could get through his ascended magic. Even in his world, it had been rare to use it.

Then, after he gave Alice some coffee, she hurled a question at him.

“Is Charlotte involved with Falmir’s scheming?”

Alice’s question threw Nathan for a loop, and he scratched his head as he searched for a smart answer.

“What makes you think—” he tried to say.

“Nathan, I’m not stupid. I thought we had established that?” Alice snapped.

“Then let me finish,” he said, raising his hands.

With a click of her tongue, Alice calmed down. She and Narime sat in plush velvet chairs around a long mahogany table. The top of the table was covered in engraved glass, with the emblems of the Emperor and the Anfang Empire visible. The legs of the table and chairs had decorative wings cut into them.

Alice ran a finger along the table as Nathan took a seat. “I thought that all the glass engravings contained images of Omria,” she said idly.

Nathan shrugged. He had never been here, although it was normal for images of Omria to be found almost everywhere. His fortresses had a lot of furnishings like that, although he kept them away from his office and other central locations.

“Why do you think Charlotte has anything to do with Falmir’s plot?” Nathan said. “The assassin is related to a Bastion who has little association with the royal family.”

Narime’s eyebrows shot up.

“A Bastion was involved?” Alice spluttered. “How do you—” She paused. “Nevermind. I already know you have some connection with Falmir. And I suspect Charlotte’s involved for that same reason. The two of you were avoiding each other and acting weirdly all winter. I’ve never seen her like that before.”

Nathan froze.

Ignoring his reaction, Narime swirled her tea while looking at Alice. Her tails unfurled over the back of her chair, suggesting she was relaxing. The opulence of the room suited this pair. They blended into their surroundings. Their posture, their clothes, and even their mannerisms suited the room.

“So you noticed as well,” Narime said with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s difficult not to notice all the weird things Nathan does,” Alice said. “I don’t understand why nobody else points them out.”

“Because it’s in their interest not to,” the fox said with a knowing smile. “Think about who is sponsoring Nathan, and what his achievements mean for them.”

“What about Tharban? And the Nationalists?”

“They’ve been kept far away. They don’t know enough to question Nathan without appearing insincere, and it’s politically disadvantageous to them to attack his military achievements,” Narime continued. “Whatever they say about the new nobles and the beastkin, Nathan expanded the Empire’s borders and fought off a Messenger. Questioning that is a bad look.”

Alice nodded slowly. “Then my next question is: what happens if Nathan ceases to be useful?”

A grim smile rose on Narime’s face. “That’s a good question, even if it’s a difficult one to consider given your relationship with the Emperor and Leopold.”

“I’m beginning to realize that they’ve been scheming something all along,” Alice said. She sighed after finishing her cup of coffee. “Given the current situation, I can’t keep bumbling along within their web. Even Leopold has admitted I’m involved in everything now. I’m no longer the secret of the Imperial Family.”

“True.” Narime nodded. “I don’t know the answer to your question. If you want to be more than a princess flitting about on the periphery, you should find that answer yourself. We don’t know the Emperor as well as you do.”

The smile on Alice’s face turned bittersweet.

Neither woman had noticed that Nathan remained frozen in place, ignoring both of them.

His mind raced at Alice’s earlier words.

Charlotte had been acting weirdly? She had been avoiding him?

“Nathan, what’s wrong? You fell silent after…” Narime paused, then placed a finger against her lips. “After Alice said something about Princess Charlotte. You still haven’t said anything about that.”

They stared at him.

“Charlotte shouldn’t know anything about me,” Nathan said, voice low. “So why was she acting strangely?”

“Shouldn’t?” Alice scowled. “I thought you were connected to her or Falmir in some way?”

He was, but Falmir didn’t know that.

“This has to do with your secrets, doesn’t it, Nathan?” Narime asked.

“It does, and this isn’t the place to talk about them,” he said, with a pointed look at the door.

The risk of Maylis being able to penetrate his wards was too high to risk.

But Nathan wanted to burst through that black door in the corner and shake Kadria until she explained what was going on with Charlotte. She definitely knew something.

The situation made no sense.

“Then when? And where?” Narime pressed.

Nathan’s lips thinned. “The weekend before the Diet session finishes. Anna mentioned there is a break for all the colleges, as it’s when the Emperor is holding his summer ball.”

“Technically, I’m holding it,” Alice said bitterly. “Grandpa has been too busy to organize it.”

Given how much work Alice seemed to be doing, Nathan doubted that the Emperor’s workload had anything to do with it. Something was awry in the palace, and Alice refused to tell him what.

Perhaps he’d find out in the coming days.

“We’ll organize to go somewhere and erect powerful wards. Given we’re being watched, it’s necessary, but that way I can tell all of you at once,” Nathan declared.

Then he raised an eyebrow. “What was that earlier about the Emperor’s schemes?”

Both women filled him in on the part of the conversation he had missed while he worried about Charlotte.

“I agree,” Nathan said.

“With what?” Alice said. She nearly grabbed her gorgeous long hair in frustration, and Nathan felt the urge to stop her from damaging it.

“With you. You said you can’t keep bumbling along in their web. So stop. You’re being given more power and influence here, and I doubt that’s a coincidence. We should use it. Almost nobody knows who you are, other than an Imperial princess. If you don’t change that, then nothing else matters,” he said.

“How do I change it?” she asked, looking him in the eyes.

For a moment, Nathan felt lost. This wasn’t his wheelhouse. He nearly deferred to Anna, then stopped himself.

Alice had asked him for help.

“The same way you did at the negotiations with the Federation. Swing your position and authority around. Everyone wants to meet a princess,” he said. “If they decide they don’t like you, then you can use your title as a shield and send them away. When you need to meet someone who is resisting you, you can force your way in the same way.”

“You like that metaphor, don’t you?” Alice smiled despite her words. “Alright, I’ll try that. Paperwork is draining, but I can natter away at nobles all day long. And forcing my way into places I’m not welcome is my specialty.”

Her eyes glittered. Nathan remembered how he had met her. She had barged into planning for negotiations with the Federation and bullied everyone with her position until they gave up.

Yes, he supposed Alice knew what she was doing.

Encouraged, Alice left.

Despite his desire to interrogate Kadria, Nathan waited. Narime would notice his disappearance—probably, given Kadria’s magic often prevented that. More to the point, he didn’t want Maylis to notice, if she was monitoring him.

The following days went by slowly. Most of Nathan’s time was spent familiarizing himself with his surroundings, introducing himself to various officials and nobles, and organizing meetings. Anna and Alice busied themselves with politics, and Narime remained with them at all times, providing political and strategic advice.

His Champions rotated through his bedroom. At some point, he realized that he had picked up a rotating guard as well. Although the royal guards kept themselves hidden under their armor, it wasn’t perfect. Especially given the shape of tails was very visible if they wagged beneath their uniforms.

Nathan wondered if the beastkin wanted to guard him, or if they’d been assigned to him because they were beastkin. He doubted it mattered much to them, given their excitement.

The Diet session hadn’t started yet, but Nathan was amazed at how busy the palace was. Falmir had operated on a much less devolved system, instead being far more hierarchical from the king downward. The Anfang Empire was closer to a series of fiefdoms that came together to argue with each other, while the Emperor tried to maintain control.

The system worked because each noble had independent power and rights. They ruled their own lands, voted on measures in the Diet, influenced the archdukes, and—rarely—voted on the next Emperor.

The Diet couldn’t sit all year round. The nobles had work to do at home. Like how Anna needed to run her duchy, most nobles had similar responsibilities. At least, in theory. Nathan suspected many of the nobles he met did little actual ruling. Tharban certainly didn’t, even if he threw his title around.

Right now, those nobles trooped into Aleich to prepare for this season’s session of the Diet. While committees, councils, and smaller matters were handled afterward, the goal of the next few weeks was to discuss and vote on as much of the Empire’s agenda as possible.

Or, in practice, argue endlessly and horse trade to get minor advantages. Either way, preparation was necessary.

“Let me see if I remember Anna’s explanation,” Sen said as they sat in the opulent reception of a mage’s office.

Nathan and Sen sat in a pair of oddly shaped steel chairs. If he turned around, he’d see massive diamond-shaped glass windows with steel plates between them. Through them was a view of Aleich, and the palace itself.

This room belonged to one of the leading researchers of the Empire. Nathan had requested a meeting with him and, surprisingly, been led to this room immediately.

Once inside, he found it devoid of other people. Only the ticking of a wall-mounted steel pendulum clock kept them company. The room’s architecture lacked the typical adornments of Omria’s image, but that was normal for mages. They weren’t religious types.

Which is why Sen peppered him with questions and constant commentary, as she was bored to tears.

“There are three colleges of nobles,” she said. “The Princes College, the Lords College, and the Cities College.”

“Yes.”

“And Anna’s in all three?”

“Technically, yes.” Nathan smiled.

Sen scowled. “How? And why?”

“I take it you want the short version?”

The look he received was cutting.

“Let’s ignore the Cities College, as it doesn’t affect most of the Diet. It holds special votes, specific to cities. Real power is held in the Princes and Lords Colleges,” he explained, although he looked around for a drink. If he was going to be talking a lot, he wanted something for his throat.

Sen obliged by pilfering some water from a very odd-looking water cooler. Presumably Ifrit recognized it, given it looked like a piece of modern art.

“Okay.” Sen nodded. “So why does Anna still sit in the Lords College when she’s not a countess anymore?”

“Although Anna’s a duchess, her family retains its county within her own lands,” he said. “That will fall to her brother, but he’s currently involved in the war with Trafaumh. The Nationalists are using him as a political hostage. Until he’s appointed as the Count of Gharrick, Anna still holds that title, even though she’s also the duchess. It’s quite silly, and has been a source of tension.”

“Tension? But she’s not responsible,” Sen protested.

“Welcome to politics. The people who create problems for you then blame you for them. It’s why I leave this stuff to Narime, Anna, and Alice.” He shook his head with a grimace. “The Nationalists are trying to undermine Anna, and the fact she’s in all three colleges hurts her. Having more votes actually makes her appear too powerful.”

“What about the last one? That’s because she’s a duchess now, right? She’s part of the big dick club and gets to slap all the lesser nobles in the face with it?” Sen said with a laugh.

“I get the feeling you didn’t come up with that yourself.” He gave her a look, hiding a smile.

She shrugged. “Seraph came up with it. She said that the archdukes had the biggest dicks, which is why they were so upset after the Emperor appointed all these new dukes. It made them feel inadequate.”

Surprisingly apt, if crude. Very Seraph.

“Pretty much. The Princes College holds the real power in the Empire. They can overrule the Emperor on military matters and foreign affairs. If the Diet disagrees with them, their only option is to combine both the Princes and Lords Colleges in a single sitting. Theoretically, this allows the counts to limit the power of the archdukes. They attempted this during winter when the Emperor tried to stall the war with Trafaumh,” he explained.

“Indeed,” a new voice said. It held an elderly rasp, but remained sharp.

A man roughly the same age as Leopold stepped into the room. He wore an elegant set of mage’s robes in bright blue and silver. Jewelry hung off his hands, neck, and fingers—all imbued with magic, probably. His dark eyes narrowed at Nathan even as he smiled. A pair of golden half-moon glasses sat on his tanned face.

“A few months ago, the Emperor tried and failed to stop a war through the Diet. He lacked the political power to overwhelm the Nationalists,” the newcomer said, striding toward them. “Now, he’s signed a ceasefire and the Diet can do nothing to stop him. All because of what you’ve done. You have turned the Empire on its head, Bastion Nathan.”

The man held out a hand as Nathan and Sen rose to their feet.

“Grand Imperial Sorcerer Harrum Auerswald,” the man said. “Plus many other titles, but please call me Harrum while we’re in here.”

“Bastion Nathan, but you already knew that,” Nathan said as he shook Harrum’s hand. “This is Sen, one of my Champions.”

“Yet no gem.” Harrum stared at Sen for several seconds.

A presence touched Nathan lightly. So lightly that only long experience around talented mages let him realize what was happening. Sen merely stared at Harrum with a quizzical smile.

Harrum was using his magic to determine what Sen was, but he was a lot more subtle about it than Nathan was when using magic.

“A possessed,” Harrum said after several moments. “And a very powerful one. May I ask what type of spirit?”

Nathan raised an eyebrow at Sen, who nodded at him after several long seconds.

“An ifrit,” he said.

A low whistle escaped Harrum. “Impressive. I had assumed a fire spirit was involved, but one of the djinn…” Harrum removed his glasses, and wiped them. “Yes, I do believe it was the right decision to meet with you. Let’s step into my office, shall we?”

Unlike the reception, Harrum’s office was stark. An L-shaped ebony desk filled one corner of the room. Papers and crystals were stacked high on it. The only other furniture present was a few chairs.

Nathan and Sen pulled them up to the desk, and Harrum took a seat himself.

“I am told that you have a proposal,” the mage said, eying Nathan. “Ordinarily, the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge advises against our involvement with Bastions. You are a soldier. We are researchers. Our intentions run at cross-purposes more often than not. But you have accomplished too much, too quickly, that even a fool would realize you are different from the dullards that so often wear that uniform.”

A long-winded way of saying that mages dislike working for the Army, but that Harrum felt different about Nathan.

“I think there’s a lot we can both learn from the binding stones,” Nathan said.

Harrum’s eyebrows shot up. He drummed his fingers on his desk.

Nathan didn’t feel any wards spring up, which made sense. Mage towers held raw power comparable to binding stones—when cascades struck, they remained some of the few places where magic wasn’t disrupted. Spying on someone in a mage tower was unwise, as the inhabitants might strike back.

“You are aware of your oath,” Harrum said.

“I feel there’s a lot we can collaborate on without violating it. There’s a difference between the secrets of binding stones and Omria, and the way portals and energy flows work,” Nathan said. “And it’s not like mages haven’t studied them before, even if you don’t publish the work.”

“Ah, so that’s your interest.” Harrum stroked his chin. “Why?”

“Because we just faced the largest cascade in centuries, and the only thing that prevented it from being worse was the fact we were at war with the Federation,” Nathan said bluntly. “We need a better warning system. Preferably one that doesn’t shut down during a cascade.”

Harrum gave a long, slow nod. Then another one, after he chewed on Nathan’s words.

“This would be a significant step for us. While I am interested, I must gain permission from the Lodge. What does Lady Nair think?” the mage asked.

“Given I’m training her to become a Bastion, I doubt she has any problems with it,” Nathan said drily.

“Ah.” Harrum smirked. “I do hope the Lodge can be convinced. If you weren’t the political powerhouse that you were, I’d refuse you outright, but things are different now. Which is why I’ll be blunt: what is your price? The Lodge will demand this to be a true collaboration, but you have secrets that will make us the greatest mages in the world if this pans out.”

Nathan steepled his fingers and leaned forward. “Gems. Gems and magical catalysts. I don’t need weapons, or battlemages, or anything else that might disturb the Lodge’s anti-war ethics. But the Lodge supplies Champion gems to the Imperial Army, and I lack those.”

Harrum blinked. After a few seconds, he stuck out his hand again.

Nathan shook it, and a partnership was formed.

“To a bright future, Lord Nathan,” Harrum said with a smile.

“Indeed,” Nathan said, returning the smile.

He didn’t miss the change in title. Bastions were the equivalent of knights—he was only Sir Nathan at best. But titles and honorifics implied respect.

More importantly, Nathan had finally secured one of his long-term objectives since arriving in this world.

He was finally beginning research into the magic and knowledge of his own world, that had been lost when he came here. Maybe it would take years to redevelop it, but Nathan had the power and influence to try.

His next test was whether he had power and influence over the Diet itself.


Chapter 10




“Nathan! It’s been too long,” Ciana chirped, waving her arm in the air as he approached her in the grand hall.

She looked almost unchanged since he last saw her. Her black and silver uniform hugged her modest figure, and she glowed beautifully as she beamed at Nathan. A single iridescent horn stuck out from her forehead, parting her platinum-blonde hair. Her horse’s tail swayed in time with the motion of her arm.

Ciana had been one of Nathan’s closest Champions in his world. He had recruited her after the fall of the Anfang Empire, and she had fought by his side for over a decade.

Right until the very end. She had protected him with her last breath, even as Kadria brought the castle crashing down on them.

He cast off the gloomy memory of Ciana’s death. The Ciana in front of him smiled at him, and that was all that mattered.

“I take it Leopold has kept you busy,” Nathan said.

Ciana rolled her eyes and huffed. “I’m at the end of my training. Everything is theoretical, or just drilling with the royal guards. I’m not a spellblade, so I can only go so far without…”

Licking her lips, she gave Nathan an upturned look that melted his heart. He had never seen Ciana look this cute before.

“Nathan… You have lots of portals to protect, right?” Ciana crooned as she stepped close to him.

He should have expected this.

Beside him, Sen and Sunstorm threw each other knowing grins.

“I do,” he said cautiously.

“That means you need Champions, right? And we know each other?” Ciana chirped, forgetting that she was trying to be seductive. She bounced on the spot, eyes wide. “You’ve taught me so much in our letters. I know it’s dangerous, but I’m ready.”

Nathan almost asked her about Leopold, but thought better of it.

The time had passed when he needed the old man’s permission for things.

Instead, he asked, “Is that your decision, then? To become a Champion instead of a Bastion?”

Ciana froze.

“You do remember our discussion, don’t you? You never asked about it again in our letters, but I assumed it was on your mind,” Nathan prodded.

She winced. “It has been. Leopold has been—”

“I’m asking you, not Leopold,” Nathan said sharply.

Several guards looked at him in interest, attracted by the sudden change in tempo. Ciana looked down.

The hall was no place to discuss this, he realized. But his true destination was the throne room. The Diet had finally started sitting, and the time to tackle political matters had arrived.

“Walk with us,” Nathan said, gesturing to a hallway.

Ciana fell into step beside him, although she hunched her shoulders at the looks she received from Sen and Sunstorm. The pair of Champions remained behind him.

Instead of heading directly into the throne room, Nathan took a detour through one of the interior gardens. A huge stained glass skylight cast a hazy image of Omria over the entire chamber. Her wings illuminated the walls, giving the appearance that she surrounded the occupants in her embrace.

Nathan cast a protective ward around them, so nobody could eavesdrop. Ciana gave him an odd look.

“I’m not a sorceress, but that didn’t feel like any magic I’m familiar with,” she said, her horse ears flattening against her head.

“Consider it to be Bastion magic,” he said.

“I’ve never felt Leopold use it, either. Or Maylis,” she said primly, narrowing her eyes at him.

“Consider it to be Bastion Nathan magic,” he corrected.

All three women smirked.

“You know that once you become a Champion, there’s no going back,” he said. It was a statement, not a question.

Ciana closed her eyes and looked up at the window above her. A long silence followed. They stood around her and gave her the time to formulate words.

“I’ve spent most of the last year watching Leopold,” she said eventually. “I hated him when he refused to let me come with him to Gharrick Pass. And you…” She choked up, but refused to look at Nathan. “You didn’t even bring it up. You answered my questions in letters, but ignored anything I said about the war. Then…”

He waited, silent and listening.

“Leopold came back,” she said, whisper quiet. “But not as the joyful, charming old man who helped raise and protect me. But as a man who could barely get out of bed, who worried constantly about everything, and pressed me to make a decision. I saw the cost of being a Bastion. To me, the choice had always been between being a warrior or a commander. But…”

“Command comes with a lot more responsibility,” Nathan said. “Sometimes, that also means you pay the price.”

“He’s aged more in the past year than he has in the last decade,” she said. “Mae’s with him more than ever. I don’t really know what path I want to go down, but that pain…”

Ciana looked at Nathan. Something glistened in her eyes, and it wasn’t the unbidden tears.

Despite himself, he reached out and wiped her eyes. She sobbed.

“I’m fine,” she mumbled.

“I know.”

“Heh.” She giggled. “Isn’t this the part where you sweep me up into a hug and tell me that it will be alright?”

“If you become a Champion, I can’t always do that.”

“Technically, it will sometimes be your job to do that to Nathan,” Sen chirped.

Nathan glared at her, and she winked at him.

“I did say I’d bonk you if you are overthinking things. Stop being such a downer,” she said, her eyes piercing into his.

There was no way for Sen to know what Nathan truly thought about Ciana. But she clearly knew the source of his hesitancy.

“Ciana,” he said.

“Yes?”

“If you want to become my Champion, then you are welcome,” he said.

She snapped upright, eyes widening as she beamed at him. Joy exploded on her face, and her ears and tail wagged in time.

“But,” he added, causing her to freeze, “you need to tell Leopold your choice.”

“Oh, is that it?” Ciana said, tilting her head. “He already knows.”

“Really?” Nathan asked, incredulous.

“Mmm. I figured you’d go into the throne room and ask him about me. This is…” Ciana blushed. “This is nice. I can see why the two of you like him so much.” Ciana looked at Sen and Sunstorm with a soft smile, and they nodded in return. “Leopold cares about me, but sometimes I don’t know if he really wants me to make my own choice. You do.”

Scratching his head, Nathan wondered if Ciana had played him. For some reason, this reminded him a little of Fei.

Never in a thousand years had Nathan thought he would compare Ciana and Fei. But here he was.

That thought caused him to narrow his eyes. Ciana was far smarter than Fei.

“I’m still going to make you tell Leopold,” Nathan said.

Ciana cursed. “Really?”

Of course. Ciana was far younger than the version Nathan knew, and more mischievous. She might still have the same decisiveness and intelligence, but he shouldn’t underestimate her.

After dragging her to the throne room and listening to Ciana stumble over her explanation to a smirking Leopold, Nathan acquired his latest Champion.

“I assume you’ll formally enhance her later,” Leopold said as he ruffled Ciana’s hair and ears, ignoring her whines of protest. “I also have three diamonds that I set aside for her long ago. Something that has proven especially fortuitous, given the current situation.”

Ciana pouted after Leopold finally stopped. “Was that necessary?”

“Allow this old man a final farewell to his apprentice,” Leopold said with a smile.

She blinked at him, mouthing “final” in confusion.

The Emperor sat on his throne, stroking his neatly trimmed gray beard with amusement. Next to him stood Maylis, who was an intimidatingly tall female Bastion with dark skin. A middle-aged cat beastkin also hovered next to him, and her strong feelings for the Emperor were plain to all.

Surrounding all of them were a few royal knights and a few Champions.

Nathan played dumb as he said, “I take it diamonds are the best fit for Ciana?”

“She has an excellent aptitude for them, given her wilfulness. While the gem has a bad reputation as a jack-of-all trades, it excels in the hands of those who are equally masterful at everything.” Leopold’s pride in Ciana exuded from his words.

Even if Nathan wanted to choose a different path for Ciana, it would be hard to do so.

He looked at Ciana. “Do you agree?”

“Um, I get to choose?” Ciana blinked.

“Not all Bastions allow it, but I understand Nathan gave young Jafeila the choice.” Leopold’s eyes twinkled. “Perhaps you should consider it an honor. You are only the second of his Champions to have the choice.”

“The second…” she trailed off, then scowled. “Aren’t I his fifth Champion?”

“Sixth, if I count,” Sen chirped.

“Thanks,” Ciana mumbled.

Now it was Leopold’s turn to give Nathan an odd look, but nothing was said to explain it. Nathan doubted the look had anything to do with Sen.

“Um,” Ciana began to say.

Everybody looked at her and she froze, shrinking in on herself. After a deep breath, she steadied herself and faced Nathan.

“Do I need to choose now?” she asked shakily. “I haven’t really thought about my gems much. Before today, the most difficult decision I’ve had to make is…” She paused. “Well, it’s this one, actually, given I made it a long time ago. But otherwise, it’s just meaningless stuff. Who to train with, whether to speak up in a meeting. The gem I receive is life-changing.”

“There’s plenty of time. You’ll need to acclimate to your enhancement before I give you a gem,” Nathan explained. “That’ll take at least a few weeks, maybe even months.”

Her eyes widened.

“I’ll send the diamonds with Nathan,” Leopold said. “That way you’ll have them on hand, whatever choice is made. Although I understand you’ve made a rather interesting deal that might help matters?”

Nathan grimaced. So word had already gotten around about his deal with the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge.

“I won’t refuse three high-quality diamonds,” he said flatly.

With a chuckle, Leopold said, “I figured not. Onto other matters, I suppose.”

“Um, should I leave?” Ciana said, looking at the Emperor with wide eyes.

Waving his hand, the elderly regent dismissed her concerns. “Leopold trusts you, and you will become Nathan’s Champion. I have enough to worry about without distrusting those loyal to me.”

With those words, the tone of the meeting shifted. Ciana joined Sen and Sunstorm behind Nathan, although she looked uncertain as she stood at attention. Both Nathan and Leopold stood in front of the Emperor, who rested his chin on one arm.

“Is Her Imperial Highness not joining us, Your Majesty?” Nathan asked, increasing the formality of his speech now that the meeting with the Emperor had officially started.

For Nathan, this was his first meeting with Emperor Gorthal. He had only greeted the Emperor in passing in his implanted memories. In his original timeline, the fall of the Empire had taken place well before Nathan had a chance to meet either the Emperor or Alice.

That made it difficult to determine how formal he needed to be. Leopold was an old friend and drinking buddy of the Emperor, but still referred to him by title and honorific even in private conversations. Was that at request, or because Leopold preferred being formal?

“Alice is finalizing plans with Hans for tomorrow’s session,” the Emperor said. “And do not worry about titles in private. Leo is a stickler for them, but not everybody needs to pick up his bad habits.”

“Why thank you, Gorthy,” Leopold said drily.

The glare that the Emperor shot at Leopold could have killed him. Literally, given how easily emperors can have people executed. The beastkin next to the Emperor blushed and looked to one side.

“Alice should join us shortly. As should Anna,” Leopold said, continuing the dropped topic.

“Before they arrive, there are a few simple matters to take care of,” the Emperor said.

The elderly regent straightened in his throne. Then he stretched his arms out wide and gave Nathan a broad smile.

“Nathan, it is good to finally meet you,” the Emperor said. “We’ve only spoken in passing before, when you filled in for your father at the Diet. All I’ve heard about you is positive, and what you’ve done is nothing short of legendary. It is a shame that we never sat down for a good chat before this. Imagine the difference it may have made.”

Leopold shot the Emperor a look, while Maylis remained impassive.

“I’d said things have worked out despite that,” Leopold said wryly.

“Hah, yes.” A chuckle rose from the Emperor. “Despite the mess that happened between you and your father, I do believe you were fated by the goddess to become a Bastion, Nathan. You have a mix of talents that is rare. Political savvy, strategic and tactical knowledge, a calm head, sorcerous ability, and discretion. The latter is definitely one I’ve valued from Leopold during my time as Emperor.”

“Really? And not my friendship?” Leopold said. He shook his head. “I guess that means I’m not invited to drinks tonight?”

The Emperor rolled his eyes. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have complimented you on your discretion.”

Nathan remained silent as the two old men bickered. The situation was unfamiliar to him.

In Falmir, he had never become close to the king. He had always been a Bastion—a simple defender of the realm. In the end, that had helped doom Falmir and the royal family. He and Gareth had been kept out of their affairs, and the rebels had easily ousted the royal family given the opportunity.

He rarely let the thought linger for long, but he couldn’t help think it now. Wasn’t that the fault of Charlotte and Falmir’s royals as much as it was his own? Faced with the joviality of Emperor Gorthal and the friendliness of Alice, he found his past relationship with Charlotte somewhat hollow.

“Well, the past is the past,” the Emperor said, causing Nathan to jump. “We can only take the world as we see it. Getting bogged down in my mistakes has always been a sin of mine. But Leopold has been there each and every time to help me move through them. Even now, he’s helping me with this current mess.” His smile turned bitter. “But you, Nathan…”

“Yes, Your Majesty?” Nathan said.

The Emperor waved a hand angrily. “What did I say about titles?”

“I can tell that you’re Alice’s grandfather,” Nathan said drily.

A deep, booming laugh escaped the Emperor. It rapidly transformed into a rasping cough, and he gripped his chest. Maylis and the beastkin bent over him in a panic, but he waved them off.

“I’m old,” he said. “Can’t even laugh without my lungs trying to explode.”

“Gorthal,” Leopold said, frowning.

“I’m fine.” The Emperor continued to wave off concern. “See? Back to normal. But I’m glad that you see me in her. Sometimes I worry.” Sighing, he continued, “Well, nevermind. There’s much to be discussed. But we should find the time to talk, Nathan.”

The next half-hour was spent discussing larger political issues. Nathan briefed them on his current recruiting activities. They discussed the rising discontent in the Empire about the new territory. At some point, they even covered the financial situation, although Nathan struggled to keep up.

“Sorry we’re late,” Alice said as she stepped inside with Anna and Narime. “Grandpa really wanted to be sure of our votes tomorrow.”

“So do I,” the Emperor said, smiling at Alice.

“Then ask him yourself,” she shot back. “How much did I miss?”

She looked between the three men with a questioning look. Behind her, Anna took up a position beside Nathan and Narime joined the line of Champions.

“Nothing too important,” Nathan said.

“Indeed,” the Emperor said. “Now that we’re all here, we can discuss the most important matters. First, the Nationalists have pushed for a joint sitting of both colleges. They failed to convince the new Federation dukes to resume war against Trafaumh.”

Narime coughed. Then Anna coughed and mumbled something to Nathan. He rolled his eyes as everybody looked at them.

“Do we have a name for the new duchies, Your Majesty?” Nathan said. Now that everybody was present, he sincerely doubted “no titles” was in effect.

“Hmm. Good point.” The Emperor stroked his beard again. “Perhaps we should call them the Amica Duchies?”

“That will antagonize the Nationalists, given it will sound like an extra archduchy,” Leopold warned.

“That’s the point,” the Emperor replied drily. “They need to realize that the Empire has expanded. What did they think would happen when we conquered new territory? That it would just sit there with nobody ruling it?”

“I imagine they thought they’d rule it,” Nathan said.

A mixture of grimaces and wry smiles rose on everyone’s faces.

“To continue, the Amica dukes oppose war. The Lords College hasn’t voted on the peace terms yet. There’ll be a showdown tomorrow, when both colleges come together,” the Emperor said. “Hence, Alice, I have to confirm that we will win.”

“We will,” she said.

What followed was a detailed rundown of votes that Nathan didn’t even try to follow. The Diet’s voting system was complex, particularly as every noble had only one vote. Alice talked about which counts would abstain, which Nationalists had defected, who had been bribed, who was being intimidated into voting or not voting—Nathan understood the words, but the sheer amount of people involved was oppressive to him.

He supposed it was similar to commanding an army. Where he kept officers in line, Alice wrangled nobles.

Except Nathan’s officers were a touch more reliable and loyal. These nobles were unelected, and as such could do whatever they liked for the most part. A number of the votes came from bribes or promises such as not passing certain laws.

“This may be a stupid question,” Nathan said when a lull arose. “But I get the impression that a lot of the proposals in the Diet are fake.”

Alice and the Emperor smirked.

“Oh, what makes you think that?” Alice asked, her smile indistinguishable from a cat’s.

“Because you’re talking about giving up on half of them in order to convince nobles to vote for peace,” Nathan said. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you basically threatening them with… proposals in the Diet if they don’t support you?”

“Yes,” Leopold said flatly. “That’s why our fiscal and military situation is so tight. While we need to raise more from the nobles, we’re letting them off in exchange for support for peace.”

Something clicked in Nathan’s mind.

“But I’m still recruiting without any real issues,” he said slowly.

“You have a beastkin enclave, and a rather significant advantage,” Leopold said.

“Indeed,” the Emperor said. “And that brings us to our next point, now that we’ve established that peace with Trafaumh is inevitable. Your agreement with the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge. This is in accordance with your oath to the goddess, yes?”

“It is,” Nathan said, feeling he wasn’t lying.

If he was only helping them develop technology that existed in his world, how could it be a violation of his oath?

“Then it’s fine,” the Emperor said.

They discussed more matters. Hours passed. The knights brought in chairs, and Nathan noticed that they carefully investigated each piece of furniture as it was brought in. Maylis’s overwhelming presence reached into the room as she personally inspected the chairs.

Why she didn’t make some herself was beyond Nathan.

“I’m not you,” she said aloud, as if reading his mind. Her accent was thick and clearly belonged to Trafaumh.

Everybody froze.

“The chairs,” Maylis said, waving a hand at them. “I don’t craft.”

Nathan scratched the back of his head as Leopold smirked at him.

“Your talent at creating opulent castles has been spoken of widely,” Leopold said. “Ambassador Sureev brought it up when he came here recently.”

Ah, Sureev. The dark elf ambassador from the Aurelian Spires.

“He did? And what was he in Aleich for? I assumed he’d be busy,” Nathan said.

“He wants me to oversee Torneus’s trial,” the Emperor said gruffly. “The Council is ruffled. He didn’t say as much—he never tells you anything so clearly, so much as implies it with his honeyed words—but something is awry in the Spires.”

“You’re not going, however,” Alice said.

It sounded as if this discussion was a repeat.

“No. But I feel you should, Nathan,” the Emperor said, pointing a wrinkled finger at him. “You know Torneus. You understand what caused the cascade. Astra herself approves of you. I need you to find out what is going on in the Spires. The last thing we need is for one of the oldest nations on Doumahr to collapse.”

Nathan agreed, on many levels.

“Do you want me to contact them?” he said.

“If you’re happy with the assignment, I’ll inform Sureev. Given he approached you himself before, I suspect he will do so again when the Spires are ready for you,” the Emperor said. He sighed. “For now, let us worry about the Nationalists.”

The meeting broke up. Nathan noticed that the Emperor remained seated, and that Alice remained behind with Leopold.

But he didn’t poke his nose where it didn’t belong. Something about Alice’s expression made him think their discussion wasn’t related to politics.

Instead, he left with Anna and his Champions. There was someone else he was curious about.

“Anna, where’s Fyre?” he asked.

Ciana tilted her head. “Fyre?”

“Your competition,” Sen said. “Another horsegirl, and she idolizes Nathan even more than you do.”

“I don’t—” Ciana rolled her eyes. “She’s from the Federation, right? We’re different.”

“Uh huh. You both have blonde hair, horse ears and tail, and are hot. And are hot for Nathan. I’d say it’s a race, and she’s definitely keen.” Sen elbowed the unicorn in the ribs.

Ciana turned cherry red and refused to look at Nathan or anyone else.

“She asked to be given the day off,” Anna said. “Said she wanted to meet with some beastkin here.”

“Fyre knows beastkin in Aleich?” Nathan said in disbelief.

Anna shrugged.

Surprisingly, it was Ciana who spoke up. “Um, you’re talking about a blonde horse beastkin who likes you, right? I think I know where she might be.”

The fact that such a simple description allowed Ciana to identify Fyre concerned Nathan.

She led them outside the palace grounds, which required them to take carriages for security reasons. Eventually, they arrived at a large church dedicated to Omria only a few blocks away. Despite how close it was to the palace, the buildings looked far cheaper. Many more beastkin walked the streets and there were more normal handcarts and wagons than horseless ones.

“In here,” Ciana said.

The sign outside concerned Nathan. This was clearly a church for beastkin, but the day’s session indicated anyone was welcome.

When they stepped inside, nobody greeted them. The pews were almost full. Several varieties of beastkin ears poked up from the crowd, all attentively listening to the speaker. Many had hands clasped in prayer. More than a few humans filled out the crowd.

Statues and stained glass images of Omria lined the walls of the church, but it was simply furnished otherwise. The stone architecture lacked any trim, and the cracks showed in many corners. The building showed its age.

A wolf beastkin in an Imperial Army uniform spoke from the speaker’s podium. She didn’t wear Nathan’s crest.

Her words spoke of how she had fought against Trafaumh. Of Omria’s guidance. Lots of filler about the goddess. In general, it was a speech about how her life was better because of Omria, and because the Empire had given her a pile of money to fight Trafaumh. She now had the funds to do something outside her village.

Given how many beastkin nodded, Nathan wondered how many of them shared her story. The pay for Imperial soldiers was far greater than beastkin made from farming. And most beastkin were farmers, or hunters, or some other rural job that barely subsisted off the land after taxes.

The wolf beastkin left the stage, and a catgirl took her place. She wore the robes of a priestess of Omria.

“Um, our next speaker today is—” she began to say, but the crowd began to chatter and Nathan missed it.

He blinked. “Is this normal?”

Ciana smiled uncertainly. “For us, yes. I’ve been to human sermons and everybody is so quiet, and only the priest talks. But for us, worship is communal. We share our stories and wisdom. We don’t have campfires and villages to gather around, so we come to a church at some time in the week to… talk about it.”

That was different. Fei never went to the chapel, and he’d never intruded on the religious behavior of his beastkin in his world or this one, so this was new to him. Maybe he should have paid more attention in the past.

Then his attention was caught by the next speaker as she walked up on stage. She was a golden-haired horse beastkin with red eyes, wearing an Imperial Army uniform, and she openly wore Nathan’s crest on her arm.

Fyre smiled brightly at the crowd, almost certainly aware that Nathan stood at the back.

“I’d like to tell you all about what it’s been like as a beastkin in the Federation, especially now that we’ve been liberated. And I’d also like you to know who is responsible, because I think we all know how important it is that we remain free,” she said.

The chapel fell silent. Every eye fixed on her, and every beast ear pricked upward, as Fyre began her fiery speech.


Chapter 11




Listening to Fyre’s speech proved uncomfortable for Nathan. She retold the events of his invasion of the Federation through a very different lens. One entirely focused on the beastkin, and that reinterpreted his actions in almost messianic ways.

Nathan held in his grimace when she brought up the beastkin slaves he led out of Tartus. In reality, he took them because he had no reason to refuse them, and he was worried about a brutal slave uprising.

To Fyre, his actions were symbolic. He rode into Tartus without a battle, captured Torneus without a fight, and led a procession of beastkin slaves out of the city. Weeks later, the Federation fell without a fight and all beastkin were freed.

The audience listened intently, enraptured by Fyre. She was a natural at this. Her passion shined through, as did her religious fervor, and she showed a level of eloquence far beyond anything Nathan had seen from her before.

Her speech shifted into the current situation, and how life was improving under the Empire due to the Emperor, Anna, and Nathan. He looked around at the listeners.

A grim expression crept onto his face. Slowly, he began to understand something that he had thought he understood, but had never really comprehended.

It was late afternoon. Many of those here had finished work for the day, or were preparing for an evening shift. Their clothes and uniforms spoke volumes about their jobs. The wolfgirl from earlier was far from the only soldier from the Imperial Army present. Guard uniforms, soldiers from private nobles, mercenaries, smiths, laborers, burly warehouse workers—the list of physical professions went on.

Some of the women differed, but not as many as Nathan might have thought.

Nathan preferred beastkin knights and soldiers due to their inherent physical advantage over humans. He was far from the only person who knew this, given the sheer amount of them serving in the royal guard and knights. When it came to raw physical labor, a beastkin had a massive advantage over humans.

A wolf beastkin could carry things that would need a dozen men. Even the dullest merchant knew the competitive advantage that could give them.

In Falmir, beastkin had never integrated into society to any great degree. They had remained slaves until the last few years, when the sheer volume of refugees had made the practice too dangerous for the nobles to continue. But too little time had passed for society to change.

Emperor Gorthal had ruled for nearly forty years, after his father’s death caused him to be elected over his elder brother. One of his earliest actions had been to ban beastkin slavery in the Empire. That one action had wound its way through the Empire. Most beastkin in this church had never lived under slavery, even if their parents had.

“I don’t say this to scare you, or anger you, or turn you on others,” Fyre said as she finished a section about the Nationalists and their threat to beastkin. “But we must remember who it is that supports and helps us. The Watcher Omria looks over all of us, does she not? If we are all protected by her light, why do some say otherwise?”

Ah, shit. Nathan knew where this was going. He’d heard the same argument before, in another world.

In Arcadia, the elves and beastkin had used similar arguments against the faeries who ruled them with a gold-plated fist. The resulting civil war had torn the republic apart at the worst time. The Federation and Arcadia had collapsed at almost the same time, resulting in a mass evacuation west, and a grand defense along the Gharrick Mountains and the Spires.

A cold pit formed in Nathan’s stomach as he remembered the cause of Arcadia’s turmoil and the aftermath.

Who was Fyre?

Reaching out to check on her with his magic senses would cause trouble. For that matter, he already had confirmed she was an ordinary beastkin Champion when they first met. She couldn’t be a Messenger. He could even use ascended magic now, so it wasn’t as though she could hide from him.

He calmed down, but made a mental note to ask Kadria about the horse beastkin when he had the chance.

“We are all Omria’s children,” Fyre declared. “There are those that defend us. Emperor Gorthal, Bastions Leopold and Nathan, Archduke von Milgar, Duchess von Clair—the list is many. But I want you to remember how I started my story. Things are better now, but not everybody follows Omria’s teachings.”

Fyre bowed her head, finishing her speech.

The church erupted into a cacophony of chatter, applause, jeers, and cheering. Nathan didn’t have a clue who supported or opposed her. Nobody rose to their feet or threw anything. Then again, they hadn’t interrupted her, so even if they disagreed, they had done so politely.

Then again, Fyre had waited until the end to accuse the Nationalists of being heretics. What a firebrand.

The priestess ran up to the podium and asked repeatedly for people to restrain themselves to talking. That amused Nathan.

“Ah, so you can talk as much as you like, but no clapping, cheering, whistling, or insults,” he said.

“You say that, but you’re talking,” Sen said.

Ciana scowled at him. “Is it really that strange?”

He winced and raised his hands to ask for peace. “I don’t mean it like that. But it is oddly specific.”

“It’s about respect for the speaker. Although… usually speakers don’t accuse people of heresy,” Ciana said, mumbling at the end. “Um, that’s Fyre?” Her eyes narrowed at Nathan.

“I am Fyre, yes,” the horsegirl said, appearing as if summoned.

Ciana jumped, then turned around and glared at the new arrival.

Now that they stood next to each other, their similarities and differences were only more apparent to Nathan. Fyre had a few inches on Ciana, and her hair was a deeper blonde, rather than Ciana’s platinum. Only Ciana had the unicorn horn. Their eyes were opposing colors: Ciana’s blue, and Fyre’s red.

But both had blonde horse ears and tails, and were of similar frames and general appearance. Once Ciana wore a Champion’s uniform, they’d be difficult to tell apart at a hundred yards.

“You’re thinking that we look similar.” Ciana pouted at him, her face reddening.

An odd smile rose on Fyre’s face, but it was uneasy. Her eyes wavered as she looked at Nathan, and he saw a question in them.

“This is Ciana, isn’t it, my—” Fyre cut herself off, then looked around.

More than a few people stared at them, their eyes locking onto the Imperial Army uniforms and Nathan’s Bastion emblem.

“Let’s head somewhere else,” Nathan suggested.

He didn’t want to be mobbed. Not after that speech. He wasn’t anyone’s messiah.

They found a nearby restaurant. Given the time of day, the only customer was an old man who sat at the bar, chatting with the owners. He had wolf ears. The owners and the staff were beastkin as well.

Nathan did his best not to feel uncomfortable. Ciana had led them into a part of Aleich occupied heavily by beastkin. While humans wandered past outside, they were vastly outnumbered by people with animal ears, horns, and tails.

Despite that, the staff rushed out with menus, glassware, and cutlery. Anna told them to bring out whatever specialties they had, plus coffee for everyone.

“I get the feeling you’re used to this,” he told her, after the beastkin hurried away.

“Part of my duty as countess involved visiting the various towns and villages. That means sitting down for a drink or a simple meal in whatever they have available. Refusing would be deeply insulting. Whatever feelings they truly had for me, they did their best to make me feel welcome. The least I can do is be polite and kind.” Anna’s smile turned brittle. “I do miss that part of the job.”

Nathan winced. “I take it you’re too busy to travel much?”

“I travel quite a bit, but there are more towns in my duchy than there were villages in my old county.” Anna laughed. “And the reactions are very different, now. People expect to see counts and barons around. A duchess is one step removed from royalty. The last time I went inside a tavern, half the town turned up to stare at me.”

“We’re fortunate that we haven’t been noticed, then,” Sen said.

“Oh, we’ve definitely been noticed. The difference is that people are interested in Nathan, not Anna.” Narime stared at Fyre, who merely smiled in response, then changed the subject.

“As I was saying earlier, my lord. Is this Ciana? I’ve heard a lot about her. She really does look quite like me,” Fyre chirped.

Both horsegirls sat opposite each other. Nathan didn’t need to imagine the tension between them.

“One of you is a unicorn,” Nathan said, trying to defuse the issue. “And you’re both very different in the ways that count.”

“She’s going to become your Champion?” Fyre asked. Her voice wavered.

“I am,” Ciana said.

Fyre’s red eyes stared at Ciana for several long seconds. Nathan expected them to turn back to him, but they never did. Her expression never changed, but he worried about what was going on in her head.

Nathan hoped he wouldn’t regret his next words. He didn’t trust Fyre, but she knew enough to be dangerous. On top of that, she held extensive influence in the beastkin.

Above all else, she was loyal. If Nathan made Fyre his Champion, he could investigate her emotions during the transfer process and double-check if she was deceiving him.

“And you’re also becoming my Champion, Fyre,” Nathan said.

Before anyone could react, the staff brought out plates of fried fish, curried beef, and bowls of thick tomato soup. A whole hunk of decorative smoked cheese was set to the side, along with a knife and jam.

Fyre waited patiently for the staff to retreat.

Then she squealed in excitement. Nathan felt that his eardrums were about to burst.

Sen reached over to hug the horsegirl first. The excitement quickly became contagious, and overwhelmed the earlier jealousy and tension. More food was brought out along with wine, and Nathan suspected the owners were very happy with the bill they’d give Anna at the end.

In the midst of it, Nathan found Ciana and ruffled her hair.

She looked up at him in confusion.

“You’re fine?” he asked her.

She rolled her eyes, and chose to lean against him, pressing the side of her head against his chest. “I have the horn, she doesn’t. In the end, I’m just glad that you chose me at all, Nathan.”

“You never needed to worry about that, Ciana. You’ll make an excellent Champion,” he said.

Later that night, he found himself called to Alice’s bedroom. She and Anna sat at a small table, drinking a white wine. Nathan refused the offer of a glass.

“Suit yourself,” Anna said. “More for me.”

“Remember that there is a vote tomorrow morning,” he told her.

“You’re my lover, Nathan, not my father.”

He shuddered. “I told you never to make a joke like that again.”

Anna tilted her head. “Oh, you did. I forgot. Guess I’ll have to rethink my idea for dirty talk in the bedroom then.”

Alice stared at them in a mixture of horror and jealousy.

Nathan moved the topic along. “It sounded like the vote is decided.”

“As decided as it can be. Tomorrow will be a big day, in many ways. I’ve been absurdly busy. I wish I had more time for you.” Alice sighed. “But I’m going to be busier afterward. Grandpa loved my proposal to reach out to other nobles as the princess. I don’t think Uncle Leopold did, but he didn’t object.”

“Alice, I adore you, but I think you need to admit that the Emperor wants you to replace him,” Anna said flatly.

Alice and Nathan grimaced, and looked at each other.

“I know,” Alice said. “If you’ve also realized it, then I guess I need to ask if you support me. Do you?”

“Yes,” both Anna and Nathan said without hesitation.

Alice’s breath hitched. She placed her wine glass on the table, then folded her hands in her lap.

“That means a lot,” she said. “Just to check, this isn’t because there’s no alternative? You—”

“Alice, do you want to become empress?” Nathan asked. “That’s the real question. Nothing else matters. Tharban isn’t going to fuck off. Right now, the only thing that matters is that we support you. But you need to be the one to take the step. I imagine you don’t trip over and fall into being an empress.”

“Well, I was practically born into this, so is it any different?” Alice mumbled.

“Alice.”

“Yes, I do,” she snapped. “I just… This isn’t how I wanted it. Can’t everything stay as it is? I could enjoy my years with you… the two of you, I mean. Grandpa leads the Empire through all of this nonsense. You become a fantastic Bastion. I don’t need power if I have all of you.”

Nathan wondered if he had asked himself that same question in the past. If his old world had remained stuck in time, with the demons outside Falmir, and Nathan enjoying a life of exile with his beloved Champions in the north, would he have been happy?

Did the answer to that question matter anymore?

“I definitely empathize,” Anna said. “But these are the cards we’ve been dealt. I nearly tried to curl up and refuse to walk forward. Nathan picked me back up, and while some days I want to throw him down several flights of stairs for doing so, he was right.”

“Several?” Nathan repeated.

“Well, you’re pretty tough. I imagine it would take a while to actually hurt you.”

Alice giggled. Then Anna joined in. Soon, both women leaned against the table as they laughed. The joke hadn’t been that funny, but things might have felt a little grim for them lately.

“Thank you,” Alice said. “It will be hard, however.”

“I can only imagine,” Nathan said. “And I mean that. I don’t know how the emperor is elected beyond the basic idea that the Diet votes.”

Alice stared at him in disbelief, but Anna nodded in agreement.

“Really?’ Alice said.

“Milgar had to explain it to me,” Anna said defensively. “The last election was over a decade before I was born.”

Alice grumbled. “It’s fairly simple, but there are lots of bureaucratic complexities.”

“Of course. Would we be in the Empire if there weren’t?”

She glared at him. He waited for her to continue.

“The Emperor needs to call an election first, or be… incapacitated. Throwing him out requires almost every noble to agree. It’s practically impossible,” Alice explained. “Afterward, nobles submit themselves to the Diet for consideration. We then remove anyone in service to the Empire like active Bastions, commoners, or those in the line of succession to an archduchy.”

“So a random knight could apply?” Nathan asked.

“Yes, but no.” Alice smiled. “The Diet has never accepted anyone less than a count, or someone from the family of a count.”

He nodded, and then gestured for her to continue.

“Next, the Princes College votes on candidates. They control the Empire, so they choose who to reject with a majority vote. Finally, the entire Diet sits. This is… complicated. Not every noble has the right to vote on the emperor. Some can even vote twice. Fixing this would require not just altering the constitution, but grants of titles and lands from millennia ago.”

“It’s impossible, in other words,” Nathan said.

“Yes. Altering the constitution already requires almost every noble to agree, the approval of the Emperor, and every college to agree. Only changes blessed by Omria herself have succeeded,” Alice said.

“So the constitution is effectively backed by the goddess. No wonder people don’t want to change it,” Nathan said. “Isn’t that bad?”

“Very. But the Nationalists are deeply unpopular in many corners. If the only alternative is to bend the rules a little, we might be able to sneak through. And if civil war breaks out…” Alice grimaced. “Well, changing the constitution becomes a lot easier when all the nobles you disagree with are dead or unable to enter the palace.”

On that dark topic, they ended the night. Nathan prevented both women from drinking too much.

Upon returning to his bedroom, he found it occupied by two very enthusiastic Champions. Sen and Sunstorm took turns, as they often did.

They were unapologetic in the morning.

“It’s not even late,” Sen said. “Look, it’s a little after seven. What time is the big event?”

“Ten. I think I need to be there early,” Nathan said as he stepped into the bathroom with both of them. They were still naked from last night.

He rubbed at his stubble, realizing he needed to shave it off before appearing in front of the entire Diet. Stepping into the shower, he fiddled with the taps until the water was just right.

“The bathrooms here are massive,” Sen mused, placing their new clothes in a basket in the corner for later. “I can’t imagine how long it takes to clean them.”

Then she turned around and stared at Sunstorm, who had kneeled down in front of Nathan.

“But I can imagine how long it takes to clean Nathan. Really, Choe, you couldn’t wait?” Sen said with a smirk, watching as her fellow Champion polished his cock with her mouth. “I guess we have a couple of hours. Why not have some more fun?”

His shower stopped being about cleaning, and more about being cleaned out, as Sen and Sunstorm slurped and suckled at his length in front of him. They giggled and moaned as their fun turned serious, and he fucked them into the bed together.

Fortunately, at least one of them kept track of time. They did manage to clean up, and he even shaved.

“9:45,” Nathan said as he ducked out of his bedroom.

“Princess Alice said to meet her in the throne room,” one of the royal guards said. “She came by earlier.”

Nathan froze. Shit. The door had been locked, but Alice definitely knew what he had been doing.

“Thanks,” he said.

For whatever reason, Sen remained behind and spoke with that same guard. Sunstorm raised an eyebrow at her when she caught up.

“She wanted to know if we really fucked all night and morning,” Sen said.

“You’re joking, right?” Nathan asked. “What did she actually want to know?”

Both Champions smirked at him.

“That wasn’t a joke?” He groaned.

“One asked me about how big you were the other day,” Sunstorm said. “I think you have fans.”

He already knew that. Did the beastkin at Gharrick Pass act the same way?

Was that why Fei acted so catty around them?

He found Alice, and she led him into the grand hall with little more than a smile and a raised eyebrow at his Champions.

To his surprise, he stood on the lowest level of the hall, beside Alice and the Emperor. Leopold and Maylis flanked the Emperor on the opposite side.

Normally, rooms appeared larger when empty. The opposite applied to the grand hall. Nathan thought it appeared massive when empty, but when full of people, it genuinely intimidated him. A hall that could contain the entire population of a large town held a power all its own.

Today, it was packed from wall to ceiling with people and looked larger and grander than ever. Cordons and magical barriers separated the nobles from guests on every level. Royal knights stood watch on every level to protect everyone. Everywhere Nathan looked, he saw someone of importance. Nobles flooded all three levels of the grand hall, clustering toward the balconies so they could watch and participate in the proceedings.

Only the archdukes and dukes had any space to themselves. Nathan spotted Anna with Archduke von Milgar on the top level. Narime and Fyre stood with them, alongside a pair of duogem Champions that protected Milgar.

Tharban stood with Nurevia and a cluster of Nationalist nobles on the upper level. They had managed to sneak onto the same level as the archdukes. Supposedly that didn’t happen normally, but there must be too many people here today.

Even the ground floor was filled with people. Royal knights lined the central walkway, and the tails of the beastkin were more obvious than ever as they stood up on end. No nobles stood on this level. Instead, the public had been allowed to crowd in.

Barons, knights, sorcerers, merchants—anybody of a status high enough to pass muster and have a pass to enter the palace grounds was allowed in today. Given the number of facilities in the palace, literally tens of thousands of people had access.

Nathan felt that most of those people stood here today. They piled out the front doors of the palace, like an unending tide of human flesh.

Maylis had set up some sort of external speaker system in case this happened. It was used for the Emperor’s annual address, but there had been anticipation that today’s vote would draw attention.

The largest war in recent history was about to end. And it was doing so against the will of one of the most powerful factions of nobles.

Despite the spectacle, the day proceeded as expected.

Endless speeches, lots of posturing, sound, and fury from the Nationalists. Nathan did his best to appear alert, given far too many eyes were on him. It helped that Sunstorm prodded him any time he began to grow bored.

The most notable unexpected event was that the Emperor only spoke briefly. He handed over much of his responsibility to Alice, who in turn pushed peace and reconciliation hard. Nathan got a mention due to his efforts in bringing peace to the Federation and that the Empire remained the mightiest nation on Doumahr.

Naturally, Tharban and a long train of Nationalists gave a similar screed about why peace with Trafaumh was a mistake. About how the Empire should push farther, and reclaim the lost territory of the Empire using its military might. Lots of religious rhetoric.

Nathan wondered if Tharban and Fyre learned from the same scriptwriter, although Fyre tarred her opponents with heresy while Tharban tried to create zealots from his supporters.

It didn’t escape Nathan that this war had started over religious affairs. The Empire had started this war over the Pearlescent Canyon—the place where Omria descended to Doumahr. The peace terms gave the Empire ownership of the canyon, so long as Trafaumh were allowed to continue their religious rites and services there without interruption. By all accounts, a political victory, but it wasn’t enough given Nathan had conquered a nation.

Notably, the archdukes remained silent. Anna spoke briefly, after Tharban attacked her refusal to send military aid. Her brother continued to serve in the war, after all, along with soldiers from her former county. She reminded everyone that the war with the Federation had been settled without intervention from the Imperial Army, save for Nathan himself.

The fact that the Nationalist-supporting archdukes said nothing spoke volumes. They held the true power in the Empire. Nathan was terrible at politics, but he knew that was significant. Tharban was an attack dog, but he wasn’t being publicly supported.

The vote came and went. The archdukes all abstained. The peace treaty passed with well over half the vote.

A hush fell over the grand hall.

In Falmir or the Spires, this would be when the royal knights started slamming their weapons into the ground and chanting about the greatness of the nobility or some such nonsense. That didn’t happen. The knights remained on edge, ready for anyone to try to attack a noble, the Emperor, or possibly Alice.

The Emperor raised his hands. “The Diet has spoken. I will acknowledge the will of the Empire. We are now at peace with the Order of Trafaumh. The war has ended.”

Cheers erupted through the hall. Not from everybody, but from enough people. The nobles restrained themselves to enthusiastic applause. After Alice hugged Nathan, he knew that word of his involvement with the Imperial family would rip through the entire Empire.


Chapter 12




The following days were far tamer. Nathan held many of the meetings he had organized while Alice and Anna attended the many votes in the Diet.

He ended up drinking tea and coffee for hours on end some days. At first, many nobles had turned down his request to meet with them or had deflected to their respective archduke. In the days following the peace vote, those refusals swiftly changed into requests to personally meet with Nathan. Extravagant luncheons and degustations at some of the priciest restaurants were often offered.

Part of Nathan was interested. In reality, he simply didn’t have the time to physically go to most of them. Narime deftly shifted her focus from Anna to him, and began to work with several officials under Milgar and Alice to prioritize the train of nobility seeking Nathan’s attention.

His nights ran late, either because he was pulled into meetings with the Emperor or Milgar, or because Anna needed his advice on something military in nature. He did attend a couple of private events with some interested nobles, although only with Anna, and laid off the alcohol.

“Leopold, don’t take this the wrong way, but this only cements my opinion of politics,” Nathan said one night, just before the final weekend.

The two of them shared a drink in a parlor in the palace. Alice, the Emperor, Anna, and the others were discussing some major taxation vote on Monday, the final sitting day of the Diet. On Tuesday, all the nobles would set off home. Most of them would be horribly hungover as they sat in their carriages or used gateways to teleport across the Empire.

“The Diet only sits once per season. Sometimes it even decides that winter is too cold, so most of the nobles don’t turn up. Or there’s a war on, so they can’t hold any important votes.” Leopold chuckled. “Sessions like this are rare. The last time I saw the palace that full was when I was young.”

“Was that when Omria used to crown emperors?” Nathan joked.

Leopold gave him an upturned look that suggested he wasn’t quite that old and didn’t appreciate the joke. Then he chuckled anyway.

“One day, you’ll be in my place,” Leopold said.

“I plan to do what you didn’t.”

“Oh?”

“Retire to a nice manor by the coast with a dozen beastkin maids who love me dearly,” Nathan said, repeating a line Leopold once used to chide him.

“Only a dozen? If you think you can get away with so few, then maybe I should try to become friends with Tharban.” Leopold smirked as he took a big swig of his ale.

“It’s not that bad,” Nathan said.

“I spend a lot of time in the royal guard barracks. Ciana does as well,” Leopold said, making his reason for doing so evident. “That means I hear a lot of their… chatter.”

“Urgh.” Nathan placed his head in his arms.

“You are the topic of a lot of dirty talk and fantasies.” Leopold paused. “Perhaps more than I appreciate.”

“Let’s change topics, before you become too fatherly,” Nathan said.

The old man laughed. “I am very aware of Ciana’s interest in you. She is a unicorn, and they only accept men for two reasons: family, and mating.”

That was news to Nathan. He straightened up. “Really?”

“You didn’t know? Hmm.” Leopold clicked his tongue as he took a long swig.

Silence fell. Nathan looked around them.

The parlor was empty. Like all rooms in the palace, it was obscenely huge. A hundred people could drink in here comfortably. Nathan and Leopold sat in a corner, away from windows and doors. Both of them had good views of the rest of the room.

They made a good pair. Paranoid Bastions who snuck away while others dealt with the nitty-gritty of the Empire.

“About Fyre,” Nathan began to say.

“Ah, yes. Her,” Leopold said, tone darkening. “She concerns me. Are you sure about her?”

“What’s the saying that gets bandied about by Bastions? Something about how remaining ignorant only causes peril?” Nathan said.

“There are a few of those sayings.” Leopold bit his lip, gaze distant. “I like the way the dark elves put it. If you know everything, you’ll never be in danger. If you don’t know your enemy, you can still survive or win. If you know nothing, you’re already dead.” He laughed. “Although they put it far better.”

Nathan had heard that one before from Nurevia. It was the creed of hunters, the dark elf Champions who killed those who opposed the Spires.

“So, you don’t trust her. Good. What about her?” Leopold asked.

“Anna said you thought I already claimed her.”

A grunt. “I did,” the old man said. “The records said as much.”

“But her magical signature—”

“Is neutral. No reading.”

Nathan blinked. “I don’t follow.”

Leopold’s glass clinked on the table as he lowered it. “Well, now. It’s nice to be able to teach you something for once. I’ve gotten a little too used to you knowing every Bastion trick of the trade.”

“I thought you didn’t teach, only tested,” Nathan replied.

“You’re far past the point of needing to be tested, Nathan. You proved that during the cascade. Those succubi twins were terrifyingly strong. I heard about what happened on your side. Amazing, terrifying magic took place—on both sides.” Leopold’s eyes pierced him.

Nathan shuffled uncomfortably in his chair, but said nothing.

“As for what we’re discussing, it’s simple. Fyre has been ignored by her Bastion for years. That’s why Terrius used her as a bodyguard, then gave her away. She refilled her gems from the binding stone. You’re doing the same, aren’t you?”

“I am. She heads up to Castle Tartus whenever she needs to top up.”

Leopold grunted. “A Bastion’s magical signature is like their scent. But if you don’t rub it on the Champion every so often, it wears off. Nobody has marked her recently. We use a similar trick for Champions working for the Spymaster.”

The explanation made enough sense for Nathan, despite the strange analogy that made it sound like he was a beast that physically marked his Champions.

At the same time, it was a convenient one for Fyre.

Damn. Nathan hated the situation. He wanted a black and white answer for her, to ease his doubts. Reality wasn’t kind, however.

He finished his drinks with Leopold and retired for the night.

That brought him to the weekend, and a day he had been dreading. The Diet was on a short break, while the Emperor prepared his ball.

It was time for Nathan to tell the others the truth.

“Are you sure you want to leave Fyre behind?” Anna asked him as they rode in carriages to a noble’s park in the city.

“She asked for the day off,” he defended. “And she did know we were going somewhere together.”

“I think she wanted you to invite her,” Anna said primly.

She looked at the others in the carriage. Ciana and Sen rode with them. Alice, Narime, and Sunstorm used a separate carriage. Whisking away Alice for a trip had been difficult, given the security situation. Only the Emperor’s personal intervention had allowed it to happen.

“Is there something wrong with Fyre?” Sen asked.

“The speech,” Ciana said flatly.

Nathan winced. “That’s part of it. But, yes, although Fyre is becoming my Champion, I need to assess her further before I tell her the full story.”

“I’m glad,” Ciana said with a small smile. Then she blushed. “Not that you mistrust her, but that you still value security. I…” she trailed off before she stumbled over her words.

“You know, Nathan, why don’t you just screw them together?” Sen suggested. “It might solve their problems.”

“I don’t have a problem,” Ciana muttered.

“Sure you do. She had red eyes and looks like you.”

Sen laughed as Ciana jumped at her, before Nathan broke up their fight.

Eventually, they arrived at the park. They setup a small picnic under a large tree. Although it was a weekend, the park was largely empty. With the Diet in session, many stores had extended trading hours. Merchants and nobles worked hard to pull in extra money from the wealthy visitors.

That suited Nathan just fine. He and Narime cast numerous wards around the picnic, in order to stop eavesdropping.

Then, after they had eaten their lunch, he sat down in a circle of women he trusted.

Seraph and Fei weren’t here, but he’d tell them the full story once he returned. He supposed Vera was also missing, but he didn’t want her to know until much later in her Bastion training. Letting her know some of these details might be downright dangerous right now.

“So, Sen and Sunstorm know most of this, but there are some details they don’t fully understand,” Nathan admitted.

Sen’s eyes shot open. “Wait, Nathan, are you—” she began to say, before clamming up.

He stared at her, then scowled. “Ifrit told you?”

A confused look. Then she turned bright red and said, “He knew? That asshole wasn’t just guessing? He fucking knew, and you’ve talked to him about it?”

Shit. What a landmine.

“Sen, calm down,” Nathan snapped.

She froze in her rage. Everybody looked between her and Nathan in confusion.

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just… I kind of suspected a few things, but he just played the ‘it is not my place’ card. Knowing that you talked to him hurts.”

“I needed some advice. Ancient spirits can help,” Nathan said drily.

Sen’s eyes lit up. “Oh, so that’s when—” She clicked her tongue. “I had wondered why he made that stupid comment at the end. He wanted to distract me.”

Moving on, Nathan redirected the conversation back to the topic at hand.

“All of you know that I graduated from the academy, became a Bastion due to Leopold’s intervention, and then arrived at Gharrick Pass?” he said. “Then I rebuilt the ruined fortress, turned Fei and Sen into Champions, and uncovered the Federation’s plot to destabilize the leylines?”

Nods all around.

“As a result, I stopped the Federation’s invasion, and then expanded the Empire. Impressive stuff.” He gave himself a clap, while they stared at him in confusion.

“Except, that’s not what should have happened,” he said, voice going cold. “Instead, the leylines are destabilized. Demons invade Gharrick en masse. The Federation invades almost simultaneously, overrunning the border while the Empire is at war with Trafaumh. Chaos ensues. A Messenger emerges from the portals and wipes out Aleich, and therefore the Empire, practically overnight. The remaining nations swoop in and defeat the Messenger, then carve up the Empire.”

Every expression was different. Narime’s was shocked, but understanding. Anna and Alice appeared mostly confused, but fear gripped Alice. A joint understanding ran through Sen and Sunstorm, who knew this story, if not the ending. Ciana licked her lips, uncertainty running across her face.

“You say that should have happened?”’ Ciana said. “Not that this is what would have happened if you weren’t here.”

“Yes. Because I shouldn’t be here,” he said.

Narime cursed in her native tongue. “Nathan, you’re not talking about seeing the future. You’re talking about something completely different.”

“That’s right. If I lied, you’d know,” he said.

Before he came here, he had considered lying about having amazing foresight. But he remembered Kadria’s lessons on how time worked. If Narime knew any of this—and she might—then she would be furious about his lie.

“I would,” she said. “You may have somehow bested me in ascended magic, but I suspect I know more of the theory than you do. I was on the Guardian Council of Kurai. There are things about Messengers that I know, which few others even have an inkling of.”

“Then I’ll be frank. I come from a time when the Empire collapsed. When the Federation’s plan succeeded too well, and triggered the end of the world.” He closed his eyes. “Each Messenger grew more powerful, and the portals stronger. I worked with you to protect the Federation, but it was too late to stop Torneus.”

He paused. Froze, really. His memories recalled those days.

Defending Forselle Valley from the horde of demons. Armies of refugees streaming through, until there were suddenly none and he realized what that meant. Trying to convince the dark elves to leave the Spires.

Narime’s soft tails curled around him. Hands gripped him.

“It’s fine, Nathan,” she said. “Take your time.”

He shooed them away after a little while. But not before taking the chance to lean into their embrace. Their concerned eyes bothered him, but he pushed that feeling down.

“In the end, only Falmir remained,” he said. “My homeland.”

Alice and Anna stared at him.

“What?” Anna blurted out.

“Oh,” Alice said mildly. “So that’s… Is that why you and Charlotte…?”

“She was the princess I worked under for my career as a Bastion, yes,” he said. “I never met you, due to…” He coughed. “But she told me about you and your friendship. I never became too involved in Falmir’s politics, given the sheer amount of fighting there was.”

“What happened to her? Did the two of you…” Alice looked away.

“Oh, no.” Nathan laughed. “She was a princess. I was a cursed Bastion, who survived the fall of countless nations. I don’t know what happened to her in the end. Falmir deposed the royal family, and she was exiled to some corner of the country. I manned one of the more dangerous border portals.”

He shrugged.

Narime’s eyes narrowed. “Nathan, what about us? Why are you here? You act like you know me—I’ve definitely noticed that, and this explains a lot—but it raises more questions.”

He stared at her.

Sen and Sunstorm leaned against him. Unlike the others, they hadn’t moved away from him.

After several long seconds, Narime’s eyes widened. “Nathan…”

“I’m here because there is nothing else, Narime,” he said. “But there’s something here. All of you are here. And I intend to ensure things remain that way.”

Silence followed. Nathan wished that a wind blew, so that there would at least be the rustling of wind to break it. Nothing happened. The park was too distant from the buildings for noise to carry.

“Um, I know this might be a little mean, but did we all die?” Anna asked, wincing when everybody looked at her.

“Pretty sure, yeah,” Sen said. “I don’t actually remember what happened, but I have the emotions. Everything goes super intense near the end, then nothing. And, um, I have some feelings about certain people that definitely tell me what happened to them before the end.”

“Should… should I ask?” Ciana said, eyes wide.

“Please don’t,” Nathan said.

She gulped, then looked down.

“If you’re from Falmir, what about me?” Anna asked, her voice quiet. “I… I relied on you to defend the pass. Did Vera…” She trailed off at the look on Nathan’s face.

“I never met the two of you before I arrived here,” Nathan said, looking at Anna and Alice. “That’s what it means for a Messenger to overrun a nation. They destroy everything almost overnight. I’m changing things here. The two of you are part of that, and I am very grateful for that.”

Anna breathed a sigh of relief. “I was worried for a second there.”

Narime stared at him. “So, Sen and Sunstorm know because they… are from the future?”

“Close enough. It’s more that we have our old personalities,” Sen chirped. “I’m closer to a mix of my old self and the Sen from this timeline. Sunstorm is basically her old self.”

“I guess it’s a personality thing,” Sunstorm said. “I remember Sen being softer. New Sen is nice, though.”

“I’m glad you like the new, improved me,” Sen said with a wink.

“What are you, Nathan? Because you remember everything,” Narime said. “Like I said, I know more of the theory than you. And it points toward a theory I don’t want to consider.”

“I came here after I lost everything,” he said, staring Narime down. “I am both Nathan Straub, and Nathan Martel—that’s, uh, my original name.”

“Cute,” Anna said.

He rolled his eyes. Narime didn’t let up with her glare.

“However I arrived here, I intend to prevent Messengers and demons from destroying Doumahr,” he said. “I promise you that, Narime.”

“Even though you used a Messenger’s help to come here in the first place?” Narime asked, voice surprisingly calm given her accusation.

Eyes bulged all around.

“Fucking knew it,” Sen muttered.

Others stared at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Goddess, have none of you listened to Nathan? Spatial, temporal, and mental manipulation is what Messengers are all about. And he started mastering that shit the moment he arrived. It was super obvious.”

Nathan coughed, feeling self-conscious about his poor ability to keep his secrets from spreading.

“And you don’t care?” Narime asked Sen.

“No. I trust Nathan. I love him with everything I have,” she said. “He’s done more for me than anyone else in this world. When he says something, I believe him. He’s not perfect, but fuck, I’m not either. And didn’t you work for the guys who nearly ended the world? Torneus nearly screwed everything up. Humans seem just as capable of fucking the world to me.”

Narime opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She sighed.

“So, your secret is that you saw the end of Doumahr, and now you’re working with a Messenger to stop it from happening again?” Narime asked.

“That’s the short version. I came back to the time when everything fell apart, which is where several of you were clustered. You kind of fell in my lap, saving me the trouble of hunting you down.” He winked at Narime, and she blushed, her tails curling around herself. “But there are a lot of Champions from my past. Many aren’t even Champions yet. They… probably won’t ever become one.”

“Because the world isn’t ending?” Ciana asked.

“Yes. The need for Champions and Bastions increased drastically due to the losses we took during every battle,” he explained. “Anyone who is a Champion today was a veteran within a few years. Things only got worse. A lot of the secrets I know and the magic I can use is because it was developed in response to disaster.”

“The leyline disruption,” Ciana said, her eyes widening. “That’s why you knew about it!”

“Yes. It was used as a weapon after the invasions started. Once the Empire fell, international relations worsened. Trafaumh and Falmir used increasingly devastating tactics against each other,” he said. “Other techniques were created out of desperation. I’m working with the Sorcerer’s Lodge to recreate some of what I know is possible.”

“But… Nathan, who are we to you?” Alice asked him. “I trust you. Despite some of the elements of this story, your actions speak volumes about you and your conviction. But while you never met me, what about the others?”

“Everyone is their own person,” Nathan said forcefully. “I already told Fei this. Whatever happened in my world, it’s…” He swallowed. “Those are my memories. You aren’t. You are real. I can touch you. And whatever decisions you make are your own. The Fei I know isn’t anything like the Jafeila from my world. Ciana is far more adorable.”

He ruffled the unicorn’s hair, which she put up with. Her tail wagged in response.

Those words calmed at least a few hearts, he believed. But one remained unsettled.

“I’m not attacking you, Nathan. But are you convinced you made the right decision, after all of this?” Narime asked.

Nathan looked around. He saw several beautiful women, most of whom he loved. None of their gazes held hatred or fear for him, despite what they’d heard.

Then he remembered that cold, empty feeling from that one night.

“Yes, I’m certain,” he said.

“Good.” Narime smiled at him. “Conviction is important in any Bastion I serve, and especially in the man who made me his mate.”

With that, they had a nice picnic. The Diet was nearly over, and it was time for Nathan to turn his mind to other matters at home. But first, he’d enjoy some time with the women he cared about the most.


Chapter 13


Nurevia



“She should be dead!” Tharban roared. “You had one fucking job, and you fucked it up, like your shitty little kingdom has fucked up everything in history.”

The lanky sorcerer opposite Tharban barely even raised an eyebrow. He lazed on a stained sofa, wearing unmarked robes that gave him the sharp appearance of a sorcerer. His messy rust-brown hair clashed with his clothes, as did his shadow of stubble. Next to him stood a hooded and armored woman, whose face was shrouded in magical shadow.

This man was Gareth Pike, a Bastion from the Kingdom of Falmir. The woman next to him was a duogem Champion who unnerved Nurevia.

They were inside the basement of a brothel, in one of the larger merchant quarters of Aleich. This one was a Nationalist front, although the women were the real deal. Nurevia had heard them being used by the Nationalists here. She doubted they paid, and also doubted the women were human.

“My job went about as well as everything else planned,” Gareth said with a wry smile. “How did your war pan out? Oh, that’s right. There isn’t a war anymore. What will your movement do now? What do you call yourself? Nationalists? Ha, what a name.”

Tharban’s eyes turned into embers. Nurevia waited for the inevitable clash. The two of them had already brawled before the Diet, after the assassination attempt on Anna failed.

But Tharban pulled himself back. He spat on the dirty floor.

“Don’t talk about shit you don’t understand,” he said. “What happened to the second attempt? I told you about their fucking picnic. Hell, you even got word about the visit to that dumb church.”

Gareth remained still for several long moments, before saying, “You didn’t tell me about the duogems he had.”

“They’re not his. That shithead Leopold classified everything relating to my little shit. The duogems are loaners. Leopold’s bitches, still draining out from the old man’s visits.”

Gareth rolled his eyes at Tharban’s words. “Let’s pretend that I believe you. Actually, let’s not. If those duogems aren’t Nathan’s, then they are the best actors ever. Not to mention that his magic is all over them.”

Tharban flat out ignored Gareth.

“So insecure.” Falmir’s Bastion chuckled. “That doesn’t change the fact you didn’t warn me. I didn’t move on the church because he had two duogems with him. And the picnic…” Gareth shook his head. “I’m a nobody. Some shitty little Bastion who got sent here because if I’m caught, it’s easy for Falmir to claim that I went rogue. That’s how little you matter. You got my crappy assistance. But Nathan—”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” Tharban growled, taking a step forward.

“Like you, I was at Kurai. I felt the Messenger,” Gareth said. “All of us did.”

Tharban froze. “Those are rumors—”

Gareth’s eyes flicked to Nurevia, then back to Tharban. “I’m not talking about the cascade. Unlike you, I’m a sorcerer. It’s the one thing I hold pride in. And let me tell you—Nathan knows things I would sell my soul to know.”

Nurevia stared at him.

Gareth was talking about Nathan, wasn’t he? The adorable little count who had dabbled with sorcery for years while running Tharban’s county? Where could he possibly learn that sort of thing? The academy didn’t teach it.

Who had Nathan met after being disowned by Tharban? Nurevia found herself imagining amazing things about the year that Nathan had spent without her.

By the time she came back to reality, the meeting had moved on.

“You’re going back?” Tharban asked.

“No reason for me to stay here. Those catgirl spies are sniffing around, and they have a massive hound I don’t want to mess with.” Gareth grimaced. “Your Spymaster is a mean one.”

Tharban grunted. “Not that smart, though. He bought the bullshit and doesn’t think I was involved.”

“Maybe that’s just what he wants you to think,” Gareth said with a smirk.

He stood up and stretched. “Whatever the case, I’m gone. I have a bed at home that needs sleeping in and a portal to protect. This has been a colossal waste of time for everyone, save for learning that there’s some insanely talented people lurking on Doumahr.”

Nurevia swore that Tharban was going to clobber Gareth for that remark. Or try, given Gareth knew how to fight. Despite looking like a twig, he was still a Bastion.

Nothing happened. After Gareth and his Champion left, Tharban swept out of the basement and into a waiting carriage two blocks away. Nurevia went with him.

They rode in silence for some time.

“We’re leaving the city?” she asked in surprise. “What about the apartment?”

“I’m a count. I have people to clean it and take our things back for us,” Tharban grunted out.

He leaned his chin on one burly hand, glaring out the window at nothing. Like most carriages, it was enchanted to only allow people to see out.

“Well, now that the war’s over, what do we do?” Nurevia asked, half-teasing, half-serious.

A smirk crossed his face as he looked at her. Then it turned into a leer as he looked her up and down. His eyes latched onto her barely covered dark tits, then her crotch. Everything about his expression made it clear that he thought about her as nothing other than a piece of meat—sexualized meat.

Normally, this would be the point where her body would heat up. She had always loved the way he treated her and looked at her.

But she had lost the will to even feign interest now. She stared blankly back at Tharban until he grunted and looked away.

“You didn’t believe his stupid shit, did you?” Tharban spat.

“What?”

“The end of war is good for us. If we’re up there fighting, we can’t be down here preparing to take the throne.” He rolled his eyes, as if that was obvious. “A bunch of soldiers have been up north, fighting, bleeding, and dying for years. In the end, the Emperor says that it doesn’t matter and brings them all back. They return home, only to find a bunch of foreigners overrunning the Diet and beastkin getting uppity.”

Tharban laughed. “It’s perfect for us.”

The carriage trundled out of the city. Slowly, Nurevia allowed the truth of what Tharban had said to sink in.

“What about the Federation?” she asked, trying to piece things together and resolve her confusion.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” he grumbled. “I don’t know how those old fucks pulled it off. We pulled out all the stops. No extra military support. Leopold was the only Bastion, other than the little shit. Even asked Falmir to make sure things stayed bad.”

A pit formed in Nurevia’s stomach. “Falmir leaked everything about Alice. That’s how the Federation knew where she was.”

She hadn’t told Tharban a damn word about Alice. Betraying an Imperial Princess was a step she refused to take. Alice had trusted her. That she had become the prime suspect for leaking Alice’s location had hurt.

“Hah. They did that? Damn, guess they really did hold up their end of the bargain. Shame they still fucked it up. Figured a cascade would make it easy for them to lop off both bitches’ heads and call it an accident.” Tharban sneered.

That had nearly happened.

Nurevia briefly wondered how bad things would be if Falmir had actually killed both Alice and Anna. She remembered the confrontation between Nathan and Tharban, and how easily Nathan had brushed his father off.

Then she reimagined it, except Nathan tore Tharban apart with his bare hands. That felt right to her. He kept his cool to a frightening degree when she saw him. But she had seen the fury in his eyes when Tharban had disowned him and humiliated him.

That fury had reappeared briefly when Tharban confronted him, but Nathan had suppressed it. Nurevia wanted to see Nathan’s raw, unrestrained anger, in all its violent glory.

“So? What are we doing then?” she asked.

“Building support,” Tharban said. “I want to head into the Federation, as I don’t know what those chucklefucks are like. The archdukes are predictable. But these new dukes aren’t.”

“So that’s it? We’re going east?”

“Fuck no,” he said. “They’d be all over me if I went there. I need a reason.” He pointed a massive finger at her. “And you’re going to give me one. Once we’re back, head to the Spires. You know people there, little miss Champion. I have a contact you can speak with to arrange something.”

“Did he cause the cascade?” Nurevia asked, narrowing her eyes.

Tharban exploded upward. The entire carriage shook due to his weight. Violence poured off the man as he ripped Nurevia from her seat and cocked a huge fist. His eyes glared at her, veins bulging from his neck.

“Did he fucking tell you that? Did that little shit say that I was a fucking heretic? Did he!?” Tharban roared, his voice loud enough to cause her ears to ring.

Her eyes latched onto his fist. Her body reacted to the sensation of imminent violence. She sighed with pleasure, eyes curving as she relaxed and prepared for him to strike her. Her bones would crack, her blood vessels burst, and she’d be slammed into the carriage. Maybe he’d keep going if he really lost himself, and she wouldn’t be able to be healed until they reached his county.

Moments passed.

Tharban sneered at her. “You fucking slut.” He spat on her.

Then he threw her backward. She slammed into the seat, but the worst it did was cause a small ache in her back.

After he sat back down, he glowered at the window again. “I am a devout follower of Omria. Whatever that little shit says, I will never cause a cascade.”

But he probably had something to do with the people who did, Nurevia realized. Word had reached her that doubt was being raised over Torneus’s involvement in the cascade. If Tharban hadn’t caused it, that left only two real possibilities.

Betrayal within the Spires themselves, or sabotage by Falmir. The latter left Tharban with few excuses about his devotion to the goddess.

“Why am I going to the Spires?” she asked, once she calmed down.

“The Houkeem Desert. The Empire is strong enough to protect its own damn borders. We don’t need your subservient asses to do it for us.” He snorted. “Once they pull out, I’ll transfer to the border to protect it. Once there, I can investigate the local situation.”

And convince a lot of people that the real enemy were the beastkin, Nurevia thought.

Despite her misgivings, she had her mission. She remained Tharban’s Champion.

Unfortunately, being told to do something didn’t give her the magical ability to bypass fundamental laws of reality. She had left the Spires long ago, when she had chosen her life under Tharban. The only way they’d welcome her back would be in chains or mounted on a spit.

And not even the fun kind of spit.

Fortunately, she had her own contact. Tharban’s was utterly useless, as he was some dumb functionary in the central Jormun spire. Probably some useless advisor to one of the council members.

Nurevia reached out to her contact. The reply was swifter than expected. They had been in contact lately, but only for idle gossip. The speed of the response suggested that Nurevia had a good shot of getting into the Spires.

She organized the meeting and headed out. Once she left, she’d be free of Tharban for weeks, if not months.

A small part of her suggested that it could be forever. A certain someone had been recruiting Champions from other Bastions, after all.

The meeting place was a tavern in a mining town close to the Spires. The dark elves controlled part of Forselle Valley near the Spires, although they didn’t do anything with the land. It was one of the most important trade routes in Doumahr as a result, as no nation could block passage.

The mining town here was independent, although it paid taxes to the Spires. Most dark elves hated the sun, so trying to rule territory was too much effort. Nurevia had been shocked when the Spires had intervened in the war between the Federation and the Empire.

She sat at a bar. A thin purple scarf covered her amethysts, although she wore black cloth over them as well, just in case she lost the scarf. Revealing herself to be a Champion out here was dangerous.

To the locals, the only dark elf Champions roaming around outside were hunters. And hunters generally meant death.

Nurevia attracted a few looks. Most were interested in her assets. A few were not. Nobody approached her. She bought some crappy mulled wine and took a seat in the corner.

Almost to the minute, her contact walked in. She dressed like Nurevia, although with fewer weapons. Lots of curvy, dark skin showing. Shoulder-length white hair. Dark leather gloves and boots. A scarf covering her neck and collarbone. Every eye in the tavern followed her, and most stared at her ass, which was barely covered by the leather cloth she wore over her crotch.

To Nurevia, the part that mattered most were her piercing green eyes. Astra’s eyes carried the weight of centuries in them.

“Why are you scheming?” Astra asked as she sat down opposite Nurevia. She spoke in the native tongue of the dark elves.

One of the bar staff came up and took her order. Nurevia was pretty sure that wasn’t supposed to happen. She was doubly sure most customers were expected to pay for their drinks, and Astra appeared to receive her goblet of mulled wine for free.

Astra was the trigem Champion of the Aurelian Spires.

She had also trained Nurevia as a Champion, among other things.

“Why do you think I’m scheming?” Nurevia whined.

“Usually you just brag or gossip.” Astra kicked her feet up. “It’s been fun lately. You bore me most days.”

“You used to keep me up late to show me your sex toy collection,” Nurevia replied.

Astra stared at her. She coughed. “Spoken with Nathan recently?”

“Not about that.”

“Recently?”

“Ever. I’m not going to tell him about your magic dildos.” Nurevia rolled her eyes when Astra frowned. “Holy shit. Is that why you responded so fast? You want to take little Nathan out for a joy ride? He’s grown a spine lately and apparently learned how to make every beastkin on Doumahr cream themselves on command, but damn. Never thought you’d stoop this low.”

“Don’t fuck with me,” Astra growled as she leaned forward. Her tits knocked her wine over. “Dammit.”

A few minutes later, they resumed. The goblet had been replaced, and the spill cleaned up. This time, she paid for her wine. Her spell had worn off.

Astra looked around, then lowered her voice. “He fought a Messenger.”

“So did I,” Nurevia whined.

A roll of the eyes was her reply. Bitch.

“You’re the second person recently to freak out about him,” Nurevia said. She clicked her tongue. “Is it really that big of a deal?”

“Yes,” Astra said flatly. “Second?”

“Another Bastion talked up Nathan’s sorcery. Which doesn’t make sense, given he barely messed around with it before became a Bastion.” Nurevia downed her wine and tried to flag down somebody for more, but was ignored. Astra succeeded in her place. “Is there sorcery so amazing that you could feel it and basically shit your pants forever?”

“Yes,” Astra said with a broad smile. “You’re selling him hard.”

“I don’t fucking get you.” The younger dark elf scratched her neck beneath her scarf, feeling uncomfortable. “Don’t you like being on top? I want Nathan because he’s hot shit, and I think he’s going to explode and turn Tharban into a pancake in the middle of Aleich. Maybe he’ll do some fun shit to me in bed. But what do you get out of being turned inside out by his manmeat?”

Astra rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry about me. Enjoy your youth.”

Such a bitch. Nothing ever changed.

“So, what do you want?” Astra asked again.

“I need to meet some apparatchik in the Jormun spire.”

Astra narrowed her eyes. “Not a good time. Trial starting soon.”

“That’s for the crazy old man, right? Torneus?” Something clicked in Nurevia’s mind. “I know something you want to know about that.”

“You already told me everything.”

“Oh, no. It’s not about him. It’s about the man you want to rail the shit out of you.”

Given Astra didn’t deny it, Nurevia took that as a win.

“If you like the info, I want access to the Spires,” she said.

“You won’t get what you want.” Astra shook her head. “But fine. Access. Nothing more.”

“The Emperor is sending Nathan in his place to the trial,” Nurevia said.

Astra froze. Her eyes widened. Even her breathing stopped.

If Nurevia imagined it, she felt she could smell something. But that was being mean. She didn’t even know what Astra wanted from Nathan.

Given the trigem’s predilections, she might just want to fight Nathan. There were stories that Astra once bathed in the blood of hundreds of rebels that she executed.

Then again, the stories about Astra suggested she built the damn Spires brick by brick, or that she single-handedly chased the faeries out. She was old, and people created dumb stories about her all the time to amuse themselves.

“I will help you,” Astra said. She sighed. “But you will regret it. He will bring trouble.”

Nurevia stared at Astra. Then she smiled. “Oh? The trial is that soon? Even better. I’ve been looking forward to some one-on-one time with Nathan.”


Chapter 14




Nathan left Aleich a few days after the Diet session ended. Little of consequence happened. While the palace was no longer overrun by nobles, Alice found herself flooded with paperwork from the aftermath.

Aleich was the nerve center of much of the Empire’s bureaucracy. All the changes to law, policy, and tax flowed from the palace. The Emperor focused his personal efforts on the peace treaty and recalling the Imperial Army, leaving Alice to handle the countless other affairs.

Nathan felt that the Emperor’s strategy was a little on the nose. By handling the peace treaty himself, the Emperor became a lightning rod for negativity from the Nationalists. While many welcomed peace, plenty didn’t.

At the same time, Alice had plenty of time to integrate herself into the workings of the Empire. Countless nobles, Bastions, Champions, officials, and military officers would meet the Imperial princess. The meetings would be boring. But Alice was a beautiful woman with a sharp mind, and she would leave a strong impression on a lot of people she needed support from in the future.

That helped Nathan and Alice’s plans to ingratiate her to as many nobles as possible, while keeping negative attention away from her.

“You say it’s ‘a little on the nose’, but I hadn’t realized it,” Anna grumbled as they stopped at her manor in Trantia, the capital of her former county. “One day you’ll stop saying you’re bad at politics and I’ll be out of a job.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Nathan said drily.

“Only because you’re a stubborn mule.” She smirked. “You are a lot better at spotting schemes than you give yourself credit for. Any particular reason why?”

He frowned and looked around. Anna had relocated to Tartus, so her old manor was unoccupied. A few townspeople watched them from a distance. Fyre poked her head out from the carriage, before being pulled back in by Sunstorm.

Paranoid, Nathan cast a few wards. Anna stared at him.

“I learned the hard way,” he said. “I’m no stranger to civil wars.”

“Ah. Right.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I’m still getting used to this. Nothing’s changed, but it’s kind of weird to think that you’re not actually a count from the Empire. It does explain a lot. Everything, really.”

Then Anna gave him an odd look. “If you’ve changed the future, is it normal for things to still be so familiar to you?”

“Apparently,” he said, then frowned. “But this is different. What happened before is that past events accelerated. This is different. Things seem familiar, but they’re not.”

“I think that’s just experience,” Anna said.

“Most likely.”

She pulled him in for a kiss, then he bade her farewell. Fyre remained with her.

Then Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass.

Anna planned to join him shortly, but she needed to prepare Trantia for her brother. Now that the war with Trafaumh had ended, she planned to hand over her old county to him so she could focus on ruling the duchy.

Gharrick Pass remained Nathan’s base of operations. After so many weeks away, he was glad to be back. The double-layer of walls of the fortress loomed over his carriage as he approached, as did the keep at the top of the hill.

When Nathan had arrived here, the fortress had been a ruin. It defended a narrow mountain pass that was the only large navigable passage through the Gharrick Mountains for days. These days, its strategic position was drastically reduced, but its political one had only increased further.

Anna’s duchy extended to the east and west of the mountains. Castle Tartus, Fort Taubrum, and Vera’s old tower defended the eastern side, should there ever be a problem. On the western side, there were countless smaller forts and mage towers that Nathan had reactivated over the last year.

His first task upon returning was to explain to both Fei and Seraph his secrets. Everyone else knew, after all.

Fei found out within an hour, as she tracked him down and demanded that he brush her hair and tail. He explained the extra details about the Messenger and how everything had gone wrong in his world.

The catgirl simply shrugged it off, and told him to focus on brushing out her tail.

Narime was going to be pissed when she found out about Fei’s response. In the end, the fox had never made a guess about Nathan’s secret, and now Fei didn’t care about the extra details.

The next day, he met with Seraph in his office. No matter how much larger Gharrick Pass became, he kept his office the same size. It had a desk for him to work at, plus a larger table and chairs for others to sit around. Otherwise, it was nearly empty.

To Nathan, it was a cozy little hole to sequester himself away in.

Right now, he felt cornered by Seraph as she sized him up.

“So, you’re from a future where everything went awry due to the invasion of the Federation. Every nation collapsed and demons overran the world. You know almost all of us from this past timeline, but you’ve come back in time far enough that we’re different to our old selves. Also, Sen and Sunstorm came back with you,” Seraph summarized. “Oh, and I nearly forgot.”

She laughed.

“You’re working with a Messenger.”

“That about sums it up, yes,” Nathan said, his hands folded in front of him.

“Really?” Seraph asked, eyebrows raised.

“Why do you think I have so much experience as a Bastion? I knew how to override the Federation’s binding stone wards because I have methods to decrypt them from the future. That knowledge is also how I predicted your attack,” he said.

Ignoring him, Seraph instead rose and inspected the map on the wall. Almost a minute passed before she spoke again.

“If what you say is true, that makes me responsible for the destruction of an entire world,” she said.

Nathan couldn’t see her face from this angle. Her tone sounded oddly flat.

“No, it doesn’t.”

“It does,” she snapped, spinning to face him. “Whoever decided to attack doesn’t matter. I helped Theus and Torneus craft a plan involving leyline disruption. If you hadn’t stopped me, the demons would have overrun the entire Empire. You specifically said you came to this time to stop me.”

“Seraph—”

“Don’t deny it. Why haven’t you killed me, Nathan? If I’m so dangerous.” She glared at him.

“You didn’t exist in my world,” he said.

She blinked. “What?”

“Exactly what I just said.” He sighed. “This is… more complicated than I hoped to explain. I’m not in the past. This is an alternate world, with slight differences to mine. You never existed in my world. Your relationship with Narime, where the two of you respect each other but constantly snipe at each other? She never mentioned you once in my world. You may have come up with the leyline disruption in this world, but someone does it even if you’re not around.”

With slow, careful steps, Seraph resumed her seat.

“You said several things that I find more interesting than your earlier explanation,” she said. “You’re not lying to protect me, are you?”

“I don’t need to lie to you about this. Didn’t I already say I’d kill you if you betrayed me?”

“You did, yes. I appreciated the threat then. I find myself renewing that appreciation now.” She licked her lips. “An alternate world?”

“I was Nathan Martel in my world. If I went into the past, how could I magically become Nathan Straub while looking almost identical?”

“Good point.” She laughed. “Do you know who came up with the plan?”

He hesitated, then looked away from Seraph. “No. But I have my suspicions.”

“Vera.”

“Yes. She might not have intended to cause an invasion, but it would have disrupted communications and made an attack much easier. Especially as she was the primary defender of Gharrick Pass,” Nathan said.

“What happened to her? In your world, that is.” Seraph’s eyes glittered with a lust for knowledge.

“She got cold feet, fought back against the Federation, and died. I knew her as a hero who tried to save the Empire. Reality is… significantly different.”

“Oh.” It was Seraph’s turn to sigh. “Well, I guess you get to feel less special as well. She turned on the Federation without you. Just like how the plan succeeded without me. That hurt a little, to find out how insignificant I apparently am in the world. I can vanish entirely and history plays out identically? Perhaps a little too dark for my tastes.”

“The others don’t know this,” he warned.

“I gathered. You’re trying to protect us from knowledge that will hurt us. No matter how well you explain things, this is… I believe one of my previous Bastions termed it an information hazard. It’s the reason why you Bastions keep so many secrets. The things you know aren’t merely unsettling, but can do great harm to us and others,” Seraph said. “There are things that people don’t need to know.”

“I’m not sure many Bastions need to know them either,” Nathan remarked.

“How many Bastions ever learn the things you do, Nathan? Isn’t that why Leopold is so antagonistic to others? Because he doesn’t trust the intelligence of most Bastions with the knowledge he has.”

She had a good point.

“And, in the end, you know enough that you chose to work with a Messenger and betray the goddess. A normal person would say that you’ve realized your information hazard.” Seraph smiled at him. “Fortunately, I’m not a normal person. I’m quite excited to see where this goes.”

“That’s it. Excitement? You’re not going to challenge me?” he asked.

“Over what? My decisions in life are far from perfect. You’re actively trying to improve things, even if you’re using questionable means. That’s admirable. More so than what I did with my life. So no, this doesn’t change anything. I’m still your loyal Champion, Nathan.”

She left him to ruminate on those words.

Now firmly ensconced in his fortress, Nathan returned to his day-to-day duties. He had four demonic portals to oversee, plus another Bastion to train. A lot of things needed to be done before he left for the Spires.

Not that the dark elves appeared to be in a hurry to summon him. The ambassador, Sureev, would show himself when ready. Until then, Nathan ignored the issue.

For the time being, Nathan focused on his immediate issue: dealing with the aftermath of the Diet.

As expected, soldiers and beastkin returned home en masse. Few of them came from Gharrick, but that didn’t stop them from moving here. Nathan was recruiting at a time when many nobles weren’t. He was upgrading defenses, undertaking engineering projects, and reinforcing the duchy. People who were out of work flocked to him.

That put more pressure on his plans and finances. Long nights were spent with Kuda and Seraph to keep things running smoothly. He left a lot of the portal management to Fei, and the politics to Narime.

Ciana familiarized herself with the castle and acclimated to her enhancement. While enhancing her, her ecstasy-filled sigh, dopey eyes, and slack tail and ears had done things to his crotch that he kept secret from her. Sen and Fei had teased her about it, but they both helped her settle in.

His next problem was simpler. Defending the portals. Since the cascade, there hadn’t been any large invasions. Nathan doubted that was a sustainable position.

Gharrick Pass lay dormant—the Twins had whined about the world being too stable, which meant they couldn’t invade until something went wrong. That was precisely the worst time they could invade.

Both Fort Taubrum and Castle Forselburg saw constant small invasions, as they remained unstable after the cascade. Neither had shown signs of a Messenger emerging, but they weren’t decreasing in demonic energy with each invasion. Nathan didn’t know what was happening to them.

Castle Tartus was the simplest, and he considered himself fortunate that it hadn’t been affected by the cascade. It had been invaded once since the cascade, and appeared normal. The downside was that it wasn’t connected to the other fortresses by a gateway, so traveling there needed to be done by horseback.

If civil war broke out, Nathan needed to defend his portals and fight a war. He saw several ways to handle this.

One night, he summoned Fei and Narime to his office to discuss it.

He sat in his chair, fiddling with a pen while staring at the map on the wall. Fei munched on a huge sandwich filled with a variety of smoked meats and slathered in gravy. Opposite her, Narime nursed a bottle of sake. Nathan refused her offer of a cup.

Maybe he’d take her up on it later tonight.

“Fei, lean over your plate,” Nathan said, watching as a huge drop of gravy built up on the bottom of her sandwich.

The catgirl blinked at him, then leaned forward. The dollop splashed on her plate. She yelped, jumped backward and nearly knocked over her chair.

“You realize that’s only gravy, don’t you?” Narime said, staring at Fei in disbelief.

“I didn’t expect it,” Fei mumbled. She bit into her sandwich with a sour face, but quickly cheered up.

“Why are you even eating at this time?” the fox asked.

“Narime, you’ve been my Champion for how long now? Fei eats when she eats. Don’t question it.” Nathan shook his head. Although he did notice that she was eating more these days.

“True,” Narime said.

They moved onto the meeting, ignoring the pouting catgirl.

“I need to shore up the portals. I don’t really have a timeframe, other than soon,” he said.

“This is for when civil war breaks out,” Narime confirmed.

“Yes.”

Fei perked up, freezing in place.

Nathan ignored her and continued, “I can’t afford to leave powerful Champions in four fortresses—five, if we include Vera’s portal—during a huge war. There’s also the risk that other Bastions will ignore their own portals, allowing demons to break through. That happened before. It allows cascades to destroy nations overnight.”

Narime gasped. “I hadn’t—” Her eyes closed. “Did that happen in Kurai? When we flocked to defeat the Messenger, demons sprung up across the entire peninsula at once. We thought it to be some sort of wicked trap. A scheme the Messenger created to defeat us. But…”

“It was a scheme by the Messenger, but not what you think. Messengers can trigger cascades once they’re out in the world, as they have some way to control and interfere with binding stones and portals.” Nathan grimaced. “The only solution is to be strong enough to both fight a Messenger and defend your portals. If you ignore the Messenger, they’ll wipe you out one-by-one. If you can’t defend your portals, then demons overrun everything and more Messengers appear.”

“It took the combined forces of almost every other nation to defeat the Messenger that appeared in Kurai, and they never closed the portals there,” Narime said. “How do we prepare? How do we defend our portals without Champions?”

She raised an eyebrow and smirked at him. “You’re not thinking of replacing us, are you?”

Fei squawked and her ears and tail stood up on end. “He’s not! Are you, Nathan?”

“No, I’m not.” He wished he could pat Fei’s head, given how frazzled her cat ears looked. “I have a few ideas. I want your opinions.”

They both nodded at him. He waited until Fei cleaned up the gravy she spilled due to the motion before continuing.

“First, I need more Champions, and to strengthen the ones I have,” he said. “Not every Champion needs to be extremely strong or capable. As harsh as it sounds, sometimes a lifelong monogem or duogem is better than holding out for the absolute best.”

“Is that a vote of confidence in us?” Narime asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I think all of you can become trigems. I know both of you have the potential,” he said.

Fei blushed, while Narime smiled at him.

“Champions are officers. They are respected when it comes to handling portals, and can control panic. If a weak invasion happens during the war, sometimes I don’t want to send you or Fei to handle it. But one of Fei’s knights, with a monogem amethyst? I’d be happy to give her command if she proves worth it,” he explained.

Narime nodded slowly. “That explains a lot about how you’re training the knights. And why Fei is doing most of the training, and Sunstorm only a small number. They’ll become lieutenants, and Fei and Sunstorm their commanders.”

Fei’s eyes widened.

“Yes,” he said. “Naturally, that means I need to make both Fei and Sunstorm duogems. They’re both ready for it. I just need the gems and magical catalysts.”

“Ah. Your deal with the mages.” The fox frowned. “You want my opinion on things, but it seems you’ve already done everything. Nathan, tell me the truth. How much is there left to do?”

He winced. “I’m mostly looking for holes in my plans. The mages supply gems and magical catalysts. I’m hoping they’ll also help develop methods to spot invasions in advance, although I’ll need to personally detect Messengers. In the long-term, I also want a better method of teleportation.”

“Really? What’s so dangerous about gateways?” Narime asked.

“Let’s say a Messenger invades… the Spires,” Nathan said. “They break out, then head for Castle Forselburg. Or maybe Leopold’s castle. Or somewhere in Trafaumh. It doesn’t really matter, but if there’s a gateway there…”

“Oh.” Narime closed her eyes. “The Messenger goes through the gateway, then appears in the heart of the Empire, or Trafaumh, or Arcadia, and wreaks havoc.”

“Yes.”

“Nathan, how did you defeat your Messenger so easily if they are so smart? One destroyed Kurai. You talk about them as if they are nation-destroying machines, that know all of our weaknesses.” Narime looked at him, her expression dark and eyes concerned.

He coughed, unsure of what to say.

Fei, unfortunately, chose this as the time to speak up. “The succubus seemed kind of stupid. Strong, but dumb. She seemed more interested in having sex with Nathan than defeating him.”

The catgirl glared at him.

Narime raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry? But given how you came here—”

“No,” he said flatly. “Laura is a succubus. If she had her way with me, I would have been reduced to a drooling idiot.”

“Laura?”

“She introduced herself,” he said.

“Ah. How normal of a nation-destroying threat,” Narime said with a nod. Her tails curled around herself.

He rolled his eyes. “Messengers are a weird lot. Most of them tell you their name. Sometimes they try to tell you their entire life story before you kill them. Kind of weird, that.”

Especially as it sounded like the Messengers had been lying to him when they did that. None of them had mentioned anything like Kadria’s world. Had they been playing some sort of weird joke?

Narime changed the subject. “To summarize: you want to recruit Champions from Fei’s knights; promote Fei and Sunstorm to duogem Champions—and presumably Ciana as well; develop methods to detect invasions before they start; and move away from gateways for long-distance teleportation.”

“Yes,” he said.

“What about Fyre?” she asked.

“I need to investigate her mind when I transfer her across,” he said.

Fei pouted at the mention of Fyre.

But, surprisingly, it was the catgirl who had a new idea. “Why aren’t you recruiting new Champions? You know the dark elf Astra? Sen and Sunstorm told me. When we go to the Spires, shouldn’t we talk to her about helping us? And what about Nurevia?”

Ah, Astra. Nathan grimaced.

“That’s not a nice face,” Narime said.

“Am I that easy to read?” he asked.

“The only time you looked that grim was when Ciana tried to ask you about herself,” she said. “I take it she died.”

“Everyone did,” he said darkly.

“Not like that.”

“No,” he admitted, dodging the question. “But you’re right, Fei. If I get the chance, strengthening our alliance with the dark elves is a high priority. At a minimum, they need to defend the Houkeem Desert when civil war breaks out.”

“And Nurevia?” Fei asked.

“That depends on her,” he hedged. “I’ll pick a fight with Tharban. But I’m not dealing with her dumb games. She’s a headache, and I don’t do a lot of the things she wants done to herself.”

Fei nodded several times, then smiled. Then she nodded again and finished off her sandwich.

“I’m sorry, I think I missed something,” Narime said.

Nathan mimed using a whip and made a whip cracking noise. “Like that, but on her. And usually with something much worse.”

Narime didn’t say a word.

“If that’s your plan, then I think my main priority will be identifying new Champions,” she said. “Seraph is practically sleeping in her office due to how much work she has, so I’ll spare her this job.”

He winced. “Thanks. I’ll try to take some work off Seraph’s plate.”

“You can try, but I doubt she’ll let you,” came the reply. Narime grimaced. “There is such a thing as being too driven, Nathan. You lead by example.”

He blinked.

For some reason, Kadria’s description of Seraph came to mind. The Messenger had described Seraph as a minion who reveled in everything he did. Narime’s words only proved that.

He had lucked out with Seraph. If there was anybody he needed to reward after this, it was her.

Actually, he should probably reward her during this. Unlike his other Champions, she didn’t share his bed, so she didn’t get regular “rewards.”

The next few weeks went by quickly. His plans were long term, and would take months, or even years. Hopefully not too many years. He needed Champions soon, and they needed training before they could use gems or safely accept enhancements.

Fortunately, Fei and Narime identified a number of beastkin knights that appeared to be suitable. Nathan let Narime conduct the enhancement training, as she had experience from her time in Kurai. He only needed to apply the mild enhancements every so often.

The mages arrived midway through summer. Surprisingly, Harrum led them. They came in a massive convoy, laden down with enough supplies that Nathan assumed they were coming to conduct war.

“Don’t you have a tower to run?” Nathan asked Harrum as the older mage approached him.

“I am running it,” the mage said with a smile. He pushed his glasses up his face. “This isn’t an opportunity to be wasted. The data you shared with us proved exceptional. Foundational, even. I believe an entirely new branch of magical science can be built from it, if we can expand on it.”

“Good. That’s what we both want,” Nathan said, although he was inwardly amazed at the size of the response.

Falmir and Trafaumh had taken years to get their magical scientists into gear, and much of their initial research came from refugees from the Federation and Arcadia.

“I can tell that you remain surprised. The fact is that you have the Emperor’s blessing and nobody has accused us of heresy.” Harrum stretched his arms out. “It’s a common saying to make hay while the sun shines. I’m not wasting my sun, and neither will the rest of the Lodge.”

Nathan nodded. “You’ll need a research base. While I can put you up in Gharrick Pass and have made extra space, I don’t think you want to work here permanently.”

“No. We prefer some privacy, and although you can rely on the binding stone’s power, we will need a cairn to conduct many of our rituals.” Harrum paused, clearly waiting for Nathan to suggest a location.

“There are two available cairns. Vera has recently left her tower, and she’s willing to let you use it. There’s also a cairn near Trantia. You might want to use both.”

“Excellent. We’ll set up in Lady Nair’s tower, given it will have defenses and facilities.” Harrum smirked. “I also suspect you desire for us to shore up your defenses. Officially, we take no place in the coming storm. Unofficially…” The mage shrugged. “If our collaboration proves fruitful, then the Lodge may carefully consider its position regarding the next emperor.”

Nobody ever said that mages were stupid.

Before he left, Harrum produced two small boxes and handed them to Nathan.

“Two sapphires,” the mage said, tapping the left box. “And several amethysts and diamonds in the other, although of slightly lower quality than usually set aside for Bastions. My apologies for that, but not everybody in the Lodge agrees with this.”

“Hence why the deal was leaked so fast.”

“Indeed.” Harrum sighed. “I will continue to search for an onyx. Now that I’m here, I suspect I will have better luck talking to my colleagues in the… Amica duchies? I believe that is their official name now.”

With that, the mages left. Although they left behind enough magical catalysts for Nathan to do some work of his own.

He added a gateway to Castle Tartus. To celebrate its creation, he spent the night with Anna. Once again, he felt that strange feeling of being spied on. This time, he didn’t even find Fyre lurking outside.

Kadria’s door continued to follow him into Anna’s palace in Tartus.

Now that he had the gems and the catalysts, Nathan realized he couldn’t put it off any longer. When he returned to Gharrick Pass, he took Fyre with him.

The time had finally come for him to take control of Fyre.

More importantly, he needed to give Fei her second gem.


Chapter 15




Fei stood in front of Nathan, her bushy black tail wagging back and forth. They stood at the far end of the courtyard behind the castle. Nobody else was outside, and the nearby sparring circles and training yards remained empty.

The morning sun glittered on the nearby mountaintops. At this time, only the guards on patrol would be out. Everybody else was still inside. The cooks prepared breakfast around this time, and everybody generally trooped down for their morning meal before beginning their day shift.

Nathan usually joined them, but he wanted to take care of the gemming ceremony first.

Two horsegirls sat nearby at a table. A tray of fresh food had been dug into by Ciana, and she prepared breakfast for the four of them. Fei’s tail wagged as she watched the other beastkin, her eyes on the mouth-watering food.

The first harvest had passed, and a lot of the grains had been processed. Freshly baked breads and pastries became a common sight at meals, and the castle’s bakers experimented more. The first apples had come into season, replacing a lot of the berries and forest fruits from spring.

And, of course, there was a lot more meat. The days of endless smoked meats were behind Nathan.

Today’s spread looked larger than it was. Most of it was for Fei, who would probably go into the dining hall for seconds anyway.

Of note were thick slices of pork belly, a dozen eggs, thick brown bread, and a huge apple pull apart loaf drizzled with a white glaze. Nathan felt that the apple loaf was a bit too much for dessert. If he ate any, he’d probably fall asleep when he sat down in his office.

Given the way Ciana eyed him, he wondered if that was her plan.

Fei kept throwing glances at the food, while expectantly looking at the glittering sapphire in his hand.

“We can eat later,” Nathan said. “Ciana is still preparing things.”

“Fine,” Fei whined. Her ears and tail drooped despite her words.

Ciana was actually preparing the food. A magical device powered an open flame, over which she placed a flat steel griddle. Then she laid out four slices of thick brown bread, and covered them with pork belly and cheese. Finally, she cracked four eggs beside the bread. Some of the egg white ran into the bread, which soaked it up.

Breakfast promised to be very unhealthy, Nathan noted.

“Before you get your next gem, we need to discuss what ability you get,” Nathan said, drawing Fei’s attention from the food.

“Eh? We’re not talking about the gem itself? Don’t I get to choose?” Fei tilted her head to one side in confusion.

“No. That’s why the decision for your first gem mattered so much. All gems must match for a Champion. You can’t mix-and-match,” he explained. “There’s been theories about how to do it. Unfortunately, they’re only theories.”

Like the idea of changing a Champion’s abilities or finding a way to turn one back into a normal person, nobody had ever found a way. Nathan did wonder if he might be able to do something himself using ascended magic, but meddling with his own Champions was dangerous.

The gems linked with the minds of Champions. If he made a mistake during a gemming ceremony, there wasn’t a second chance. The Champion died if they were lucky.

If they were unlucky, their mind was melted, and they become a toy for their Bastion. Nathan refused to go down that route or be responsible for that.

“Didn’t you choose my ability last time?” Fei asked. She touched the sapphire implanted in her collarbone and smiled.

“I did, but I also told you that you chose it this time. The reason I picked was because your first gem ceremony is always the riskiest. Now that I know how your body and mind react, I can safely give you a far wider range of abilities,” he said. “Not anything, but I have a pretty good idea of what will and won’t work.”

“Huh.” Fei narrowed her eyes. “So, what abilities I can get depends on my Bastion?”

“Yes.” Nathan chuckled. “If it didn’t, there would be a lot more trigems in the world. Most Champions are held back by the potential of their Bastions. But even then, many abilities are… esoteric.”

“What’s that mean?” Fyre asked from nearby, her ears pricked up.

Nathan frowned. He needed to be careful about how he explained this.

“Gem abilities are powered by the binding stones, which means they can do anything that a binding stone can. That includes ascended magic.” Nathan paused, trying to think of good examples. “Sunstorm’s onyx gem uses spatial magic. Narime’s second sapphire gem interferes with magic directly. And, of course, there’s the legend of Astra.”

“The dark elf,” Fyre said, her red eyes almost razor sharp. “I heard she’s part of a train of Champions from the Spires. Because she’s always covered up, nobody can tell when they replace her with the next Champion. She’s a symbol.”

Nathan tried to not laugh. He believed that stupid propaganda story once.

“No, Astra is real,” he explained. “The specifics of her third gem are unknown, but even Ifrit agrees that she likely has some sort of ability that grants her eternal life. If a gem ability can transcend the limits of mortality, there’s not much they can’t do.”

Except prevent death, Nathan thought darkly. Not even Astra had survived the fall of the Spires.

Fyre stared at him with wide eyes. Then she scowled. “Then why don’t we all get eternal life?”

“Because nobody knows how to create the gem ability,” Nathan said drily. “If the Empire knew how, it would have a dozen legendary trigems like Astra.”

“Is it her gems?” Ciana asked. “The stories get them mixed up. Sometimes she has amethysts. Other times diamonds or emeralds. One of them gave her a rainbow gem, but I felt that was cheating.”

Nathan nearly told them what gem Astra had, but stopped himself.

He hadn’t seen her gems, for one thing. Astra never showed anybody during her visits. If he got it wrong, because something was different in this world—just like how Narime’s abilities had changed—then he’d look like an idiot and make Fyre suspicious.

“Well, maybe we’ll find out when we visit the Spires,” he said, then changed the subject. “But my point was that the research that a Bastion does determines what they can do for their Champions. I’ve been doing a lot of esoteric research myself, so I think I know a few more things.”

Fei nodded enthusiastically, while the horsegirls simply eyed him curiously.

The eggs had cooked, so Ciana slipped them on top of the cheese, which had begun to melt. She cracked some pepper on top, but continued to wait. While she did, Fyre began to make some simple porridge.

The horse beastkin loved porridge. Fei destroyed entire platters of meat, although she ate basically anything. But Nathan never underestimated the ability of horsegirls to make entire bags of grains vanish if you gave them something to mix it with or as some sort of ration.

“Um, do you have some ideas for abilities? Because I have one that I don’t think you’ll like.” Fei pressed her fingertips together and gave him an upturned look.

Nathan had a pretty good idea what ability she would propose.

“There are three main approaches you can take,” he explained. “The first is to double-down on your current ability and its strengths and weaknesses. The second is pick an ability that broadens your skill set. And the third is to use an experimental ability that tries to cover your current weakness, but doesn’t broaden your skills.”

Fei made an o-face. “I can’t just get stronger, can I? Because it’s a sapphire.”

“That’s right. Sapphires only provide gem abilities. That’s your weakness, actually. You’re a greedy little kitten that sucks up my magical energy as though there’s no end to it,” he said with a smirk.

Fei gave him a seductive look. “I can suck up some other things like there’s no end to it.”

Silence. Nathan nodded his head at the peanut gallery, and Fei rolled her eyes.

“I’m allowed to flaunt my status,” she declared. Then she pointed at Ciana and Fyre, who stared at her. “You’re not allowed to be greedy.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, then moved on. “Your current ability is extremely powerful. Focusing on it isn’t a bad idea, but it limits what you can do. In serious situations, you can’t be far away from me. Refilling your energy takes hours at a binding stone.”

Truthfully, he had never had a powerful Champion like her in his original world. His three trigems had been largely independent, and almost all his duogems had been the same. Those that did burn out fast tended to be used in specific tactics that favored their abilities.

But Fei was Nathan’s leading Champion. He wasn’t going to shove her in the back because her gem abilities required babysitting. At the same time, he didn’t want to tell her to choose another path because that’s not the way he did things.

After all, the way he did things had failed horrifically in his world. Slow and steady had not won the race. Maybe he needed Champions with far more power that burned out fast, instead of those with a lot of independence and endurance.

“Focusing on my flames…” Fei trailed off as she tapped her chin. Her tail wagged behind her slowly, pausing at the end of each motion. “My biggest weakness right now is range. If I can’t get close to somebody, I’m useless. Could I teleport? Or shoot lances of flame like Sen?” Her eyes lit up. “Or maybe summon pillars of flame, or huge explosions like you did in the invasion or—”

“It sounds like you get the idea,” Nathan said. He pressed down on her head to shut her up. “Let’s talk about the other option. You can take an ability that uses less energy, so you can operate independently or for longer without needing a top up.”

“Boring,” Fei said. She grinned. “I like being the one who charges in and turns the demons into a puddle of goo. You have Seraph, and Narime, and Sen, and you, and… basically everybody else to do the boring part.”

“You are in command of the knights,” he pointed out.

She pouted and looked away. For some reason, both horsegirls perked up and their tails wagged.

A moment later, Ciana looked down at the open-faced sandwiches she was preparing and removed them from the griddle. They still needed a minute to rest.

“Maybe I could use Tarako’s ability, the Nine-Tail Slash,” Fei mumbled. “One swing, and send out nine slashes at once.”

Nathan tried not to groan and failed. He had been right. Her idea had been from that supposedly fictional trigem Champion.

“The last option is the experimental one.” Nathan coughed. “Normally, this should wait until your third gem, but…”

“But?” Fei asked.

“Your current gem is much more powerful than I expected. That implies you’ve acclimated to the binding stone extremely well,” he said. “It might be worth the risk to do something more interesting.”

Fei waited patiently.

He sighed and gave in. “Your flames currently consume magical energy in a rather violent way. What if we make your new gem ability one that interacts with it and lets you absorb magical energy?”

To him, the idea had been a natural one. Fei could power herself using her enemies. Given the magical nature of demons, she might literally be able to run forever during an invasion.

The downside was that it didn’t strictly make her more powerful. An ability that let her vaporize a column of demons from halfway across the battlefield made Fei into a true duogem Champion. Becoming a magical vampire kept her at her current strength—above a monogem, but below a duogem.

“That’s… Wow,” Fei said, eyes wide. “So, I could go absolutely crazy with my flames so long as I’m burning things?”

That sentence sounded wrong.

“I don’t think you should say it like that,” Fyre said with a sharp smile. Her red eyes curved at the edges. “What an amusing idea.”

Nathan gave her an odd look. A moment later, Fyre’s face lit up, and she turned away, her tail wagging violently.

“You could, yes,” he said to Fei. “But all the same problems you currently have apply.”

“Maybe. But it means I can cover myself in flames way more often if I know it’s easier to top up.” She grinned. “How efficient would it be? That’s the important part?”

“I don’t know. You seem pretty convinced about this.”

“It’s…” she trailed off. “I don’t like how I need to hold back because I never have enough reserves in my gem to use my ability. But I like being powerful enough to win fights. I don’t want to be Seraph, but I do want at least a little bit of her…” Fei tilted her head. “I forget the word you use for being able to run really far.”

“Endurance,” Ciana said helpfully. “You want some of Seraph’s endurance.”

“Yeah, that.” Fei grinned happily.

Nathan felt that a decision had been made.

The four of them dug into the sandwiches that Ciana had prepared. Fei’s vanished in two bites, and she stared despondently at the still-hot griddle.

Rolling his eyes, Nathan slapped down pork belly on half the black cooking surface, and cracked eggs on the other half. The horsegirls tore into the pull apart, revealing the rich cinnamon and apple filling.

Nathan had been right. This was too much food. He wanted to lie down and take a nap. The eyes on him felt devious and lecherous, but he pushed onward. Ciana and Fyre nibbled away while he sipped at a canteen of coffee. Noise drifted from the castle as morning truly arrived and everybody drifted from their rooms.

Feeling as though he needed to run ten laps around the castle to burn off all the excess energy in his body, Nathan got up and stretched. Eventually, he got sick of watching Fei demolish the food and dragged her up.

“But there’s still more,” she choked out around a mouthful of fried egg.

“Eat it after I ram this gem into you,” he growled.

That came out wrong.

Fei swallowed her food and cleaned herself off. Then she straightened up, brushed her long black hair over her shoulders, and presented her chest. Like all Champions, she had a small opening in her uniform over her collarbone for her gems to be inserted. The new one was going to be inserted on the opposite side of her current one.

Just like last time, Nathan channeled magic from the binding stone. The sapphire exploded with brightness, nearly blinding him. Ciana and Fyre shielded their eyes, but continued to watch.

Unlike last time, Fei remained calm and focused. She kept taking deep breaths throughout the ritual. Her eyes were clear and held his gaze.

The gem slid into her collarbone smoothly, with almost no resistance. It sat flush with her skin, gleaming from the sunlight beaming down on it.

“Wow. That was really easy,” Fei said. She touched the gem.

“There’s one more step,” he said.

Then he dove into her mind.

Nathan touched Fei’s mind more often than those of his other Champions. He topped her up far more often, after all. But this was the first time since her monogem ceremony that he’d gone past the initial layer.

The tendrils of her mind gripped him as he drifted toward her core. The connection he had with Fei meant he didn’t need to fear her mental defenses anymore. The reaction was welcoming, rather than aggressive.

No, he realized. It still was aggressive. Just aggressively sexual.

Fei’s thoughts lingered on sexual memories of him. Rutting. A need to do fun things with him. Some interesting fantasies that he suspected Sen was responsible for. An image of Fei with a much larger belly.

Nathan frowned. This had happened last time. For whatever reason, a lot of Fei’s emotions toward him seemed to be very sexual. He knew she felt much more for him. And that she had other thoughts inside her mind.

He hovered at her core, which now had two satellites of his power hovering around it. Her mental world was indistinct and strange to describe. Something about these satellites reminded Nathan of something else that he’d been told about recently.

Tendrils, he realized.

Wasn’t this almost identical to how Kadria had described how the mental magic of the succubi worked? The Twins had a mental world and were now building a frontier fortress, and were leeching off Nathan’s mind in order to remain in this world.

This felt similar. As if these satellites were Nathan’s frontier fortresses in Fei’s mind. They even prevented her mind from keeping him out.

The realization bothered him. Was Bastion magic identical to that of Messengers? Was it all just a form of ascended magic, except he used a binding stone?

Nathan gave up trying to puzzle out the answer on his own and moved on.

He had a job to do. Fei’s thoughts and emotions regarding what she wanted from her ability filtered through him. He plucked out the ones from their earlier discussion, and confirmed that she hadn’t been lying to him.

As expected, she really wanted to copy that stupid slash ability. But there was a grim realization underpinning Fei’s thoughts that she should choose something serious, and abandon her dream.

She hadn’t been lying to him. At least, not as far as Nathan could tell. Which didn’t say much, given she’d tricked him about the sapphire in the last gemming ceremony.

Ignoring that, he tuned the gem to the desired ability. It took much, much longer than he expected. Perhaps he had been overeager to give Fei such a strange ability for her second gem.

But she never resisted him, and he never felt any pain or damage in the link. Her magical energies remained in balance. Slowly, he made progress tuning the gem.

The issue was that he was subtly altering the first gem’s ability with the new gem. He had never done this before, but had discussed the theory with Leopold. Hopefully, it worked.

Maybe Nathan should have tried this on a Champion less important than Fei first.

When he retreated from her mind, he found Fei leaning against him. Almost fifteen minutes had passed, which was an eternity for a gemming ceremony. Ciana and Fyre stood next to him, on the verge of panic.

“You’re alright?” Fyre asked. Then she calmed down. “Don’t do that to me.”

Ciana gripped his arm tightly and said nothing, her eyes staring at his chest.

Besides feeling tired, Fei was fine. Her gem ability still functioned properly, and they confirmed that it sucked up magic.

“Wow. That felt like my gem ate something,” Fei said after she used a flame to eat Nathan’s fireball. “Like it grew a mouth and just chomped down on a big hunk of meat.”

“Did it give you more or less energy than you used?” he asked.

“Ummm.” She tilted her head. “I don’t know. I’m topped up. And having two gems makes it hard to tell how strong I am.”

He sighed. Something to investigate later.

“Fyre, you’re next,” he said.

“Wow. I’m getting a third gem already?” she asked.

“When did you get so cheeky?” he asked.

She blushed and bounced over to the ritual circle he had prepared earlier. “I’m ready, my lord. You’re… finally going to make me yours.”

That was more like the Fyre he knew.

When he reached into her mind, he already knew something was wrong.

For one thing, she didn’t lash out against him. Even Sunstorm had pushed back, and she trusted him implicitly after Kadria’s intervention.

Instead, he slid right past the outer layer of her mind and drifted toward her core. This process involved severing the connection to her old Bastion and attaching new tethers to his mind.

Her mind continued to ignore him. It didn’t caress him or press thoughts against him. Instead, it felt unnaturally still. Manicured, almost. Nathan drifted past thoughts and emotions, but he didn’t look at them.

Something told him that doing so would be a mistake. He didn’t know why, but it was just a feeling.

Her core looked normal, but felt wrong. He couldn’t feel the power in the tethers that led out of her mind.

Nathan felt as though he was a figure in a diorama. He knew that everything was fake, but acknowledging this would cause everything to go horribly wrong.

Did Fyre know ascended magic? Or had she simply found a way to construct powerful mental wards? If so, why didn’t they protect her tethers? Nathan felt that he could sever those and reconnect them, as they seemed to be inert.

Nathan felt at a crossroads. He wanted to confirm Fyre’s genuineness before he made her his Champion and let her in on the secret.

But all of his senses told him that this was a trap. There was something wrong here.

Something familiar, even.

He assessed his options.

If he tried to read her mind, then he risked triggering her mental defenses. He might be strong enough to withstand them. But if she was connected to a Messenger—or even worse, another succubus, then he might be attracting attention he didn’t want.

That option was right out. He lacked evidence that she was connected to a Messenger—a quick scan using what little mental magic he knew showed no connections to her mind other than himself and the tethers he saw. But that didn’t prove anything.

Nathan’s own mental world had tethers he couldn’t see, after all. Now that he knew mental magic, the parasitic tendril that the Twins had attached to his binding stone had become visible at all times. But Kadria had thousands of tiny tethers attached to him that were only visible when she was using her magic. He had only seen them once. Another succubus could be hiding tendrils like that in Fyre’s mind.

The next option was to pull out and leave Fyre as is. But that would upset her. Fyre was an ally, and a very important one in the beastkin. He lacked a reason to annoy her, and doing so on the basis of a bad feeling was kind of stupid. With a civil war on the horizon, he needed her support.

Finally, he could convert her to his Champion. But he needed to make it thorough. Something about these tethers bothered him. He needed to ensure that his connection wouldn’t be broken, even if a succubus had her hooks in the horsegirl. So long as he maintained a connection to Fyre, he could help her or deal with her if something went wrong.

Nathan decided on that course of action by process of elimination. Very slowly, he severed the other tethers. They still appeared to be inert. Then he attached his own tethers to her core, forming a Champion connection.

That should have been the end of it.

For good measure, he set up a warning system in her mind. It wasn’t anything threatening. The warning system was fairly obvious, and supposed to tell him if anybody else intruded.

He wanted to do more, but he lacked the knowledge. His training in mental magic was too limited. Most of his ability to form magical and mental tethers was limited to binding stones and leylines.

But he knew someone who had experience in creating them.

Fyre showed no awareness of Nathan’s suspicions. Instead, she was ecstatic about what he’d done. She and Fei celebrated, and tried to drag Nathan away for his “nap.” Which would likely involve very little napping and a lot of naked beastkin rubbing against him.

Ciana was more restrained. She lacked a gem still.

“Soon,” Nathan said as he ruffled her hair.

She pouted at him. “You’re going to the Spires soon, aren’t you?”

He hesitated. “I’ll bring your diamonds with me when I do.”

She perked up. The implication that he’d take her to the Spires was clear.

After they walked back to the castle, Nathan used some knights as an excuse to shake Fyre and Fei off. Fei needed to introduce the new Champion to her subordinates, and Fyre needed to settle in now that she was officially under him.

Nathan had a succubus to talk to. The black door in the back of his office called to him.


Chapter 16




Kadria’s room was empty. Again.

Nathan poked around in search of clues but came up empty-handed. The room didn’t even smell of her. Not that he remembered if the room ever smelled like her.

The strange door of the Twins lingered in the corner. It was made of something called plastic, apparently. Nathan didn’t know what that was, and Kadria said he couldn’t make it with the technology of his world.

He agreed with that conclusion. Despite his best efforts, he failed to understand what the plastic was made of. Creating things using the magic of the binding stone required a basic understanding of the elemental nature of an object.

If Nathan didn’t know what gold was, then all he’d create was something that looked like gold. The same applied with the strange new elements he found inside the mental worlds of the Messengers. At least he had worked out how to create propane gas.

Realizing he was stalling, Nathan decided to visit the Twins. Kadria was probably talking to them. Maybe she was lonely.

Nothing had changed in this world, either. The fake sun streamed onto his face, and an eerily peaceful field greeted him.

The Twins weren’t grilling food this time. Instead, they lazed on wooden chairs with strange glowing devices in their hands. Bright colors flashed in front of them, and they seemed engrossed by whatever was happening. They had changed back into their signature dresses, and were showing off as much cleavage as possible.

No sign of Kadria.

Nathan trotted over to them. “Is this what you do all day?”

“Can’t use the portal still,” Laura chirped, not looking up. “You’re being really boring lately.”

“Not what I meant,” he said. “Don’t you spy on what I’m doing? Or come up with plans? Or anything? I don’t know what you really do in here.”

“Being a Messenger means doing a lot of nothing usually,” Maura said. She grunted as something happened on her device, and she unsummoned it with a flick of her wrist. “We’re not dumb mooks who charge in during the opening scene of the movie in order to show how powerful the heroes are. We destroy entire worlds and nations. Can’t do that every day.”

Nathan felt pretty glad about that. Although their casual approach to death and destruction bothered him.

“That means you can’t do anything while you’re here,” he said slowly.

“Yeah, that’s right. I overheard the little goat tell you last time. We’re hitching a ride with you.” She pointed her fingers at him. “The upside is that we’re the closest Messengers to taking you for a nice, long ride. The downside is that we’re stuck with you until we break out of the portal and take control of other binding stones.”

Nathan thought of the tendril attached to his binding stone.

“In the end, the invasions are a battle over the binding stones,” he said.

“Yeah, pretty much. Seems a bit juvenile when you put it that way.” Maura shrugged. “The goat would say something like ‘they are the nexus of power in this world, and our chaotic flows must be focused through them’ or some shit. But basically, we need to take them off you Bastions so we can have our fun. They’re our ticket into your world.”

Maura’s impression of Kadria brought a smile to his face. He shook his head afterward.

When he looked at her again, she frowned at him.

“Where is the flat goat, anyway?” Maura asked.

Laura looked up from her device. A moment later, she banished it.

“Yeah, where is she? Did you come here looking for her?” the dumber sister asked.

Or at least, Nathan imagined Laura as the dumber sister. Maura definitely seemed to know a lot more about what was going on than her sister.

“I did. You don’t know where she is?” He clicked his tongue. “I didn’t think she could just vanish like that. She’s always been somewhere.”

The succubi ignored him. Instead, they both rose from their seats. Lewd grins crossed their faces and he felt magic press against his mind.

“Oh, don’t think about her,” Laura purred. Her voice echoed in his mind, as if she were somehow kissing it through his skull.

“That’s right, the silly little goat isn’t here. We are. Think of what fun things we might do,” the other sister cooed.

They stood in front of him, but their voices echoed around him, inside him, everywhere. Mental magic, naturally. They messed with his perception to make him hear and perceive things differently, and to give their voices a seductive, ethereal edge. Strength began to leave his limbs.

Ghostly fingers rubbed his prick, and it hardened instantly, pressing painfully against his pants. They giggled and stepped closer. Their hands lowered the tops of their dresses, revealing their obscenely huge tits.

Close enough, Nathan decided.

Instantly, he summoned a mass of magic from his binding stone.

The entire world twisted forty-five degrees like a picture being torn by a child. The Twins screamed and jumped backward, but Nathan grabbed both of them by the shoulders. Their eyes widened, filling with fear.

Their voices slipped out of his mind. He stood there, looking between the two terrified succubi.

“I’m not very good at mental magic. But I am very good at casting wards, it seems,” he growled. “Do that again and we’ll find out how good I really am at mental magic.”

They nodded several times, eyes wide.

Laura slunk away and cowered in her chair, shoulders hunched.

But Maura didn’t. She remained in his grasp, staring at him. Those demonic black and red eyes of hers stared into his. Slowly, they narrowed.

“Damn, no wonder she’s after you,” Maura purred. “You came here to ask her something, right? Why don’t you get some help from real succubi, instead of an arrogant little goat.”

He pointedly looked at their horns. The Twins each had two curly goat horns, and Kadria had four.

“Yeah, fuck you. The horns are part of the whole succubus thing.” Maura poked his chest, then hefted her huge rack with her other arm. “I’m talking about these. Even that catgirl of yours doesn’t have ones as big as these.”

“I’m pretty sure normal women don’t have breasts so large they shatter their spine with every step,” Nathan drawled.

“They’re great, right?” Maura grinned. “One of the best parts of being a succubus is that you can reshape your body to some extent. It’s a pain in the ass, but it pays off. Dunno why the squirt looks like she does. Even if she does have an amazing ass.”

“Is there a reason you dislike her so much?” he asked, changing the topic away from Maura’s assets.

“I mean, she’s a bitch. Plenty of reason to hate her. But come on, sit down. Grab a beer from the cooler. Let’s talk. I bet I can help you with whatever your problem is, and tell you why Kadria’s a useless slut. It’ll be fun,” Maura said.

“We could use some fun,” Laura said without looking up. “It gets pretty boring playing the same video games for all eternity.”

Despite his misgivings, Nathan had no choice. Kadria was missing, and he needed help from a succubus.

Plus, he knew so little about the Twins. Unlike Kadria, he appeared to have some level of control over them. Until they invaded through the portal again, they weren’t that threatening.

Although he needed to continue to improve his mental wards. He doubted their next attack would be so weak. Laura’s attempt during the invasion had been worse. If they slipped through his defenses, then everything was over. Playing with the Twins was a dangerous game, even if the reward appeared to be tantalizingly sweet.

Nathan stepped over to a bright blue box on the ground. A multitude of brown bottles sat within it, encased in ice. He reached in and pulled one out. The label was written in a language he didn’t recognize, although it appeared similar to the writing in the Empire.

“Huh. I didn’t know we had German beers in there,” Maura said, staring at the bottle of beer in confusion.

“How do I open this?” Nathan asked. There was a cap on top, but he suspected he’d break the entire top off while trying to remove it.

Maura clicked her fingers and the cap vanished. That was one way, he supposed.

After sitting down, he tasted the beer. It was a lager. For whatever reason, it tasted similar to the ones brewed in the Empire over winter, but far cleaner and it seemed to pop in his mouth.

“I guess there are only so many ways to make beer,” he said.

“And that’s where you’d be wrong,” Maura said.

Nathan didn’t follow up on that statement. Ignorance was bliss, sometimes.

“So, what exciting shit has happened in the world of Nathan the almighty?” Maura asked. A beer had appeared in her hand as well, although it somehow made her look far cruder.

Then again, crude was a very apt description for the Twins. Especially Maura.

“Don’t you pay attention to what’s going on outside?” he asked.

“Can’t.”

He blinked. “But Kadria—”

She growled at him. He rolled his eyes and changed the topic. Clearly, Kadria had a sweeter position than these two busty parasites.

“As a Bastion, I poke into the mental worlds of my Champions. Now that I’m learning about mental magic, I’m realizing how shit I am at it,” he said, deciding to leave his ego out of things and be honest.

This pair were succubi. They knew exactly how competent he was at mental magic. Trying to wave his dick around was an ill-advised proposition.

“Uh, not how I’d describe you,” Maura said with a raised eyebrow.

“I mean, he’s not that great,” Laura mumbled.

“You can shit talk him after you find a way to make him fuck you,” the darker sister snapped. She turned back to Nathan. “We weren’t at the top of our game when we invaded, but you did damn well against us. Most Bastions use magical artifacts to protect themselves, like the old man did. You’re the first one who didn’t. I expected you to be enjoying a nice, long ride while your Champions watched, to be honest.”

A magical artifact? That was the first Nathan had heard of such a thing. He knew that Trafaumh supposedly had some secret anti-succubus weapons, according to Jafeila, but he had never seen any.

“I’ll take the compliment, but the more I learn about ascended magic, the less confident I feel,” he grumbled. “I’m getting pretty good at wards, but I feel so shallow at everything else. As if I’m learning a little bit of everything, but none of it is useful enough for actual application. I think I need to focus on something.”

And mental magic appeared to be the easiest and the most relevant, he thought. He had succubi to teach him, and problems that needed mental magic to solve.

If it turned out there was a succubus behind Fyre, then he’d be ready for her. If he was wrong, then the magic would still be useful against the Twins or to help him with all this political nonsense.

“Hmm. Let’s see if I can’t give you a Kadria-like response.” Maura grinned as she drank her beer. “What you’ve realized is that you’re in school and learning like a child. A little bit of everything, no depth to anything. You either bury yourself in debt to learn the real stuff, or everybody laughs you out of interviews while you suffer in a shitty home with a deadbeat dad.”

“I don’t think Kadria answers like that,” he said drily. “Also, I don’t think that really applies to me.”

“Sure it does.” Maura smirked and leaned toward him. “You can make a deal with me and I can help you escape the doldrums of this world, or you continue sucking at mental magic.”

Yeah, Nathan didn’t think he’d take that deal.

“Uh huh. And how do I learn without selling my soul to you?” he asked, rolling his eyes.

“Tch. Fine,” Maura said. She vanished her beer before standing up and walking over to him. “The answer doesn’t really change, though. I can teach you how to ruin some minds, but you need to let us in.”

“No,” he said, about to stand and leave.

“Wait!” she snapped.

He paused, waiting to see if she offered anything of value.

“You already let Kadria in,” the succubus said. “This won’t be any different. We don’t magically slip past your mental wards. But think about it. Do you really know what that little goat is up to? Do you even know why she brought you here?”

Nathan nearly bought into Maura’s words. She had a point. He didn’t know.

But he did remember the recent conversations he had with Kadria. Most of his problems with her came from not asking for her help. And she had promised she was working on something to help him.

“She said we’re partners,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t regret this. “I don’t think you’re offering the same deal.”

With those words, he stood up and walked to the door. Once Kadria returned, he’d badger her into more lessons.

A pair of arms latched onto his waist before he left.

“Oh, come on!” Maura whined. “This is so unfair. Look, if I explain some of the basics of mental magic, will you at least promise to think about it? It’s so boring in here!”

“You’ll teach me if I think about working with you?” he asked, incredulous.

“Seriously think about it.” Her eyes flashed. “No bullshit. We’re already in this world. We can help you way more than Kadria can, once shit goes down.”

That got his attention.

“Alright, it’s a deal. But you need to explain what you mean by that,” he said.

He sat back down and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake.

Maura pulled out another bottled beer. This one looked substantially different to the one that Nathan had pulled out himself.

He took one sip and frowned. “Is everything you drink a lager?”

“Is that rare or something here?” Maura asked as she sat beside him. Laura appeared uninterested in what they were up to.

“We only brew it in the winter, and it’s only really popular in the Empire. Even then, nothing has the same amount of… pop, that this has.” Nathan shook the bottle, and watched as the beer foamed up.

“That’s carbonation.”

“You mean like in champagne?”

“Oh, so you do know what it is,” Maura said. “Anyway, let’s talk magic, not beer. I drink this stuff, not make it.”

She settled in for what appeared to be a long lecture. Nathan wondered what he was about to learn.

“Let’s start with the basics. I don’t know what you do and don’t know,” Maura said. “Everything comes back to the magic that enters the world through the binding stones.”

“Wait, what?” Nathan asked, sitting up in surprise.

“Huh, you didn’t know that? Yeah, the binding stones draw in magic. That’s why they’re the meeting points of all the leylines. The magic they gather is transferred into the world using those leylines, and life absorbs the ambient magic in the air, ground, and water.” Maura made a face. “Kadria loves to say shit about magic and science, but this stuff always sounds like a physics lesson to me.”

Nathan remained silent. Despite how basic this sounded to Maura, it was confirming things that he had only suspected. Humanity lacked a lot of knowledge on how the world worked.

It was difficult to systematically collect data and prove theorems on reality-bending rocks that doubled as national super weapons.

“Anyway, magic is in everything living. Plants, animals, potatoes, your cock.” She leered at him for a moment. “But you also use it for magic. You guys use those funky spell frames with triangles and pentagons and shit, but it’s all just a way to convert magic into something real.”

“I know this part,” Nathan said. “We need an equivalent amount of magic to create physical things and elements such as fire. The same goes for raw magical spells like barriers, the wireless, and controlling summons. The spell frames amplify magic, letting us use less magic.”

“Bzzzzt, wrong.” Maura poked him.

He stared at her.

“I mean, you’re mostly right, but you’re wrong enough that I bet it’s fucking with your ability to use ascended magic,” she explained. “Look, magic is just energy. So is everything else. Fire? That’s just heat and light. Is something moving? That’s what we call kinetic energy. Your barriers are just huge walls of glowing kinetic energy—that’s why they break. If you hit them with more force than they can repel, they shatter.”

“What do spell frames do?” he asked, frustrated. “If everything is one-to-one, aren’t they pointless?”

“They let you draw in large amounts of ambient magic efficiently. That’s why you can’t use weaker spell frames for stronger spells. If you had enough magic in your body to blow up an army, then the world would burn down every time someone died. You jumpstart a spell using your magic, but rely on the magic of the world around you for the big stuff. That’s why magical dead zones can exist.” Maura grinned. “Heh. Not so dumb now, am I?”

Nathan scowled in response, but he had to admit that her explanation made sense.

Very little was known about spell frames and how magic was used in general. Nathan wasn’t much of a mage, but he knew that a lot of knowledge had come from Omria herself. If Maura knew this much, it suggested that the goddess had withheld a lot of information. But why?

Because now that Nathan knew this, it changed the entire way he approached using magic. It explained why using leylines made it so much easier and faster to cast spells, and why empowering spells with the binding stones was so effective. If there was a way to replicate this for other mages, the world could be changed overnight.

“How does this apply to ascended magic?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Ascended magic alters the world itself and has its own rules. If you’re distorting space or creating a pocket dimension, it’s kind of hard to talk about kinetic energy and shit. But it does run on the same magic, which is why you can use spell frames for it. You don’t need to, though,” she said.

“I tried not using them, but I find it a lot easier with them.”

“Suit yourself.” Maura shrugged. “Anyway, just think of ascended magic as super magic. You can technically do anything it does with the natural elements, but the magic requirements are way higher. I can wave my hand and remove stuff from existence. The amount of magic you’d need to permanently create a grain of sand with the natural elements is enough to vaporize a city.”

“Let’s not do that,” Nathan said.

“Boring,” she chirped, then smirked. “Because it’s time to talk about the mental stuff. Your body is full of magic, right? Well, so is your mind. It’s a separate thing, which is why you can enter it with magic. Mental tethers are magical connections as well—they’re basically mini-leylines, purpose built to carry magic for you.”

Was that why Nathan felt such an overwhelming presence in his mind whenever he went to dive into his binding stones? He had always wondered about that.

More to the point, he asked, “Are mental defenses magical as well? I never used mental magic before.”

“Oh no, you did. You just didn’t realize it. Whoever trained you Bastions did a great job teaching you just enough to do your jobs, but not enough to be too dangerous,” she said. “Your mind makes up everything you are. Your thoughts, desires, emotions, memories. Change those, and you change the person. That’s why mental magic is so cool.”

The wicked grin on Maura’s face was a reminder not to trust her. Anyone who could say how important one’s sense of self was, then say it was cool to be able to change it, was someone to be very wary around.

“Bastions do a great job of harming their Champions,” Nathan said coldly. “I’d say they know plenty to be dangerous.”

Maura rolled her eyes. “That’s just incompetence. The mind is super fragile. It’s like…” She looked around for something then huffed. “Imagine you have a really small balloon. Okay? Now you take a really big jug and keep pouring water into it. What happens to the balloon?”

“It breaks?”

“Yup. And that’s what you dumbass Bastions do to your Champions when you fuck around in their heads too much. Mental magic is all about not frying your target because your dick was too big for the hole you put it in. I mean, there’s also the passive stuff, but I don’t know how to teach you that. For us succubi, we have a third eye that lets us see mental stuff. We see your emotions and surface thoughts as little glowing pop-ups next to your head.”

That creeped Nathan out. Even with all of his mental wards, he had no way to stop something he fundamentally didn’t understand.

For now, he focused on the mental magic training being offered.

“Can you teach me how to safely traverse minds? I don’t want to control them, or manipulate them. I just need to better understand them,” he said.

“I mean, the techniques aren’t much different,” Maura answered. “You need ways to slip past mental defenses, to sever tethers, to forcibly calm minds, and to penetrate other mental magic. I think it’s time for some hands-on training.”

Hours later, he regretted accepting her offer. His brain hurt. For many reasons.

The Twins were a headache by themselves. But the actual practice physically harmed him.

As he suspected, they had held back earlier. Maura’s lessons left his mind feeling bruised. His thoughts felt sluggish.

Nathan realized how dangerous the current situation was. At any moment, the Twins could attack him. They had the ability to overwhelm his tired mind. Learning from them had been a mistake.

“Holy shit, you are the most paranoid fucking dude I’ve ever met. I can’t imagine what the wards around your mental core are like,” Maura said. Her sister had fallen asleep long ago out of boredom, as she wanted nothing to do with teaching. “No wonder your wards are so fucking strong. I bet you hear a strange sound while walking alone and you immediately consider fifty things it could be, and how you’d respond to each of them.

“Not really,” he said. “Because the response to most things I’d encounter on a walk alone in my castle is probably a friendly wave.”

She ignored his jibe and leaned back in her chair. The sun had set in this strange world of theirs, and unfamiliar stars were drawn in chalk on the black sky.

“Look, mental magic is driven by your emotional state. The same goes for all ascended magic, but this stuff even more so,” she explained. “If you want to control others, you need to desire to control them. If you want them begging and panting, well, you need to be a slut.”

At least she was self-aware.

“All ascended magic?” he asked, repeating her earlier point.

“That’s what I’m told.” Maura shrugged. “I’m not great at this stuff. Like, fucked if I know how opening a hole between dimensions has anything to do with your emotions or shit.”

They fell silent for a while.

Eventually, Nathan decided to simply ask Maura something, “Does the appearance of somebody’s mental world tell you something about them?”

“Well, duh. Yours is like a fortress. Lots of layers and traps, and then you attack us if we slip through.” Maura pressed her hands together like a vice. “But you’re also aware of mental magic, which means you’re reshaping your mental world. Normal folks aren’t usually that different. Even Bastions and powerful mages tend to have pretty similar minds once you get past their exterior defenses.”

Alarm bells went off in Nathan’s mind.

“So, if two of my Champions appeared to be able to deceive me when I was inside their heads…” he began to ask.

“Yeah, there’s something up there.” She grinned at him. “I can help you with that, you know. Take a look myself. All you have to do is let me. A single tether to your mind. Not even as strong as Kadria’s.”

He gulped. “I’ll think about it.”

“Heh. You seriously meant it that time.” Maura sighed. “Fine, whatever. You’re cute, so I’ll give you this for free. What’s up with them?”

“One floods me with lewd thoughts when I’m inside her—”

“No wonder. You’re inside her.” Maura winked. “Next time, don’t stick your dick in her while visiting her mind.”

He ignored her jab, and explained Fyre’s problem, “The other feels fake. I felt like her mind was a huge trap, or a diorama. Even when I transferred control of her gems to me, something felt off. That’s why I wanted better mental magic. So I could investigate if a succubus was behind her.”

“Huh. Yeah, that’s weird.” Maura stared at a wall. “I’d say that’s paranoia, but… I wouldn’t worry about the first one. That’s a fairly basic mental defense. Child’s play once you practice a little. Don’t be like the little goat, who never bothered to learn and just reads surface thoughts and emotions.”

“But you don’t know about the second one,” he finished.

“What’s she like as a person?”

“Difficult to read.” Nathan bit his lip, then decided to be honest. Maura was being surprisingly helpful—although her reason was clear, given she wanted him to make a deal with her. “She idolizes me, but is also a rabble-rouser and firebrand. Good with words. Excellent fighter. Dutiful.”

Maura let out a whistle. “Sounds great. Also gives me no idea what could be up. People with… issues have strange mental worlds. She could also be a user of mental magic.”

“That would be unheard of,” he said.

“True. But you’ve unsettled this world. Who knows what’s going on. I’ve seen some really fun stuff over the years.”

Maura stood up and walked over to her twin. He took this is as the opportunity to leave and walked to the door.

“Remember your promise, Nathan,” Maura called out, her sister in her arms. “Just a single tether, and we can do a lot. You won’t regret it. And just think of the orgies.” She winked at him.

As he left the strange world of the Messengers, Nathan did his best not to think of the orgies. He could not say the same about his crotch.

Over the coming weeks, he slowly practiced his mental magic, among other things. Nothing appeared to be awry with his new Champion. Everything proceeded apace.

One morning, Seraph opened his door. She wore her usual outfit, and the red and black dress hugged her curvaceous figure delightfully. Her smirk made it clear that his gaze was welcome, as his eyes drank in her figure and cleavage.

“Carriages from the Spires have arrived at Castle Forselburg,” she told him. “Ambassador Sureev wishes for you to meet him there, and then head to the Spires to meet with the Council of Aurelia.”


Chapter 17




“Who’s with him?” Nathan asked Seraph as they walked to the gateway in Gharrick Pass.

“A pair of hunters. Your beloved Astra is nowhere to be seen.” Seraph smirked at him.

“I don’t think I’d call her beloved.”

“She certainly would.”

No, she wouldn’t. But he left that part unsaid.

They walked through the main hall of Gharrick Pass, which bustled with activity. Guards patrolled the walkways. Clerks walked past with bundles of paperwork and stationery. Castle staff carried supplies from wagons. Noise drifted in from the open doors, as the knights undertook their daily drills.

Nathan’s destination was the basement. Huge suits of armor stood beside a solid steel door. Runes glowed on the door, visually warning any intruders to stay away. Nathan supposed they also told intruders that this door was important, but they’d get a nasty surprise if they tried to break through.

The suits of armor lit up with light as he and Seraph descended the staircase toward them. Unlike other areas of the castle, this one wasn’t protected by knights. Only Nathan’s Champions had access to the basement.

With a wave of his hand and a surge of magic, he unlocked the door and it opened. Once through, it slammed shut behind him and Seraph.

A long, empty corridor greeted him. At the far end was an archway over solid stone. The gateway. A few doorways stood off to the side.

One of those doorways contained the binding stone of Gharrick Pass. Nathan didn’t have a reason to check on it, so he ignored it.

“I take it Narime’s talking with Sureev?” he asked.

“As much as she can. I’d describe her as ‘strained,’ when she spoke to me over the wireless,” Seraph replied. “I’ve dealt with dark elves briefly. Sureev is the same as all the others—a massive asshole.”

Nathan laughed. “I’m pretty sure they started training Sureev to look down on everyone that wasn’t a dark elf from the moment he opened his eyes. Being realistic about the dark elves is only smart.”

“He likes you,” Seraph said.

“He thinks he can use me,” Nathan corrected. “Like I said, we need to be realistic. The Council isn’t inviting us to the Spires for a friendly chat. They’re inviting us because there is something in it for them. If we forget that, then someone will kick us off one of their massive towers and we’ll plummet to our deaths.”

“How optimistic of you.”

“Somebody has to be,” he replied.

They stood in front of the gateway. Despite appearing to be a featureless wall, magic radiated off it. Nathan felt it in his bones, without making any attempt to sense it.

He touched the wall, and it shimmered like the surface of a pool of water. A circle of white light erupted from his hand, expanding to the edges of the archway over the wall. After a few seconds, a solid white door stood in front of him.

“After you,” he said, gesturing to Seraph.

She pushed him through the gateway in response.

Pure white filled his vision. He stumbled to a halt, reaching out to stabilize himself against the wall on the other side of the gateway. When his eyesight returned, he found himself in a small room inside the basement of Castle Forselburg.

Seraph stepped through behind him, then continued walking.

The binding stone of the castle sat in this chamber and glowed a dull white. Given he was here, Nathan brushed it with his hand and checked on it.

Time itself slowed. Seraph’s sashay ground to a halt. Nathan had an eternity to admire her ass, if he wanted to. And she wouldn’t even be able to tease him about it, as she was completely unaware.

Time dilation was one of the more powerful abilities that a Bastion had access to. When Nathan dove into the mental world of his binding stones, his awareness of the physical world accelerated a thousand fold. Even the blink of an eye became slow to him.

Most of the time, he used it to give him more time to think and strategize. That was invaluable during battle. But he also needed that time to do anything with binding stones. Bending reality wasn’t easy. The time dilation allowed Nathan to do fantastically complicated things.

Nathan sank into his mind and the binding stone. In the back of his mind, he felt a gargantuan presence—almost alive and powerful enough to consume him. But once he dove into it, it split up into a series of smaller entities.

Four of these were larger than the others. These were mental nodes, and represented the binding stones he controlled. One each for Gharrick Pass, Castle Forselburg, Fort Taubrum, and Castle Tartus. Each had a fine mental tether connected to him, and to each other.

Many more tethers ran to small nodes and entities. Nathan had been connecting himself to the leylines and cairns in his territory. Doing this enabled him to further enhance the range of his Bastion abilities, which became less efficient the farther he was from a binding stone.

“God, that thing is ugly,” Nathan said, once again seeing something that didn’t belong here.

A fat, pulsing tendril of power was hooked into Gharrick Pass’s binding stone. It led out of his mental world.

Once, he had mistaken it for a connection to Kadria. In reality, this tendril belonged to the Twins. This was their parasitic connection to Gharrick Pass, and through it, to his mind.

What he couldn’t see were thousands of little tethers connected to himself from Kadria. He knew they existed, but they remained invisible.

Everything looked normal, so he returned to reality. Time sped back up.

Seraph looked back at him. “Why did you use binding stone magic?”

“Explain to me again how you can sense that?” he asked.

“I told you before, I can sense your mental state,” she said. “The hooks you place in Champions run both ways, and I’ve gotten pretty good at reading the connection. Think of it like trying to make out sound by pressing your head against the ground and listening to vibrations.”

“Does that really work?” he asked. “I thought that was a myth.”

“The beastkin are pretty good at it. Doesn’t Fei have a dog lieutenant that hunts like that?” Seraph said.

“Kara,” he replied. “She’s a Champion candidate.”

“I bet she’s keen on that.” Seraph winked, but there was an odd look in her eyes.

He grunted in response, then shifted the topic away from horny beastkin. “So, what, you can tell whenever I look at my binding stones?”

“Yes. You’ve been doing it a lot lately. It’s been concerning me.”

“No, I haven’t.” He tilted his head. “Wait, are you sure you’re not just mixing it up with whenever I use mental magic?”

Seraph stared at him. “Nathan, don’t take this the wrong way, but hearing you say that you can use mental magic is terrifying. Especially after your recent revelation that you’re working with a Messenger.”

He winced. “Not like that.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

They walked out of the basement and toward Narime’s office. Guards kept watch. The atmosphere was tense as they saluted Nathan. He returned the salute.

No dark elves to be seen.

Narime refused to do paperwork, so Seraph had a dedicated unit of clerks posted here. The door to their offices remained locked tight.

While Nathan could go inside, there was no reason to. The fact the doors were shut said a lot about the current situation, though.

“I’m trying to expand my repertoire of magic,” he explained to Seraph as they ascended to the upper floors of the keep. Nathan hadn’t wasted energy on rebuilding Castle Forselburg, so it still retained its extremely tall, phallic shape.

“By becoming an incubus?” Seraph teased. “Do you plan to fight fire with fire when the Twins attack again?”

“That’s… Hmm.” He paused and stroked his chin. “I didn’t think of that. It’s a terrible plan, though.”

“I imagine so, yes. They’re literal sex demons, and you’re still human, Nathan.” Her eyes flashed. “Remember that while you’re dabbling with ascended magic. Everything I know about the topic suggests that there’s a price to pay.”

“You certainly know a lot about ascended magic,” he said, staring her down.

“After Kurai fell, I was taught many of the secrets that the Guardian Council knew. Or, that some of them knew, given Narime doesn’t know some of this.” Seraph’s expression darkened and she looked out a window.

Nathan stopped, realizing that Seraph was talking to him seriously about her past for once.

“We thought very little about the world outside our little bubble.” Seraph let out a ragged sigh. “There aren’t many people left who know how Kurai fell. It’s a deep, dark secret. Hearing from you how cascades truly work, about the true power of Messengers, and the apocalyptic power they hold… It makes me realize just how pathetic my homeland was.”

He remained silent. Narime always spoke about Kurai solemnly or wistfully. To the old fox, her homeland was a cherished memory that had been lost forever. Kurai’s fall had been a tragedy to her.

Seraph saw things differently.

“I don’t want you to make those same mistakes, Nathan.” She faced him, before stepping up to him and pressing a hand against his cheek. Her eyes stared directly into his, as if trying to see into his mind. “It’s taken me my entire life to find a man who actually knows what they’re doing. I’d hate to lose him because he repeated history.”

Nathan held her hand with his, but his eyes hardened at her words. “Repeating history is the one thing I won’t do.”

She smiled at him. “Good. I’m looking forward to seeing that at the Spires.”

They broke apart, then rose the last flight of steps to Narime’s office.

A dark elf Champion stood outside. Like all hunters, this Champion swathed herself in robes from head-to-toe and covered her gems. Nathan didn’t recognize her.

He did find it curious that Sureev brought hunters this time, instead of normal Champions. To Nathan’s knowledge, only the Bastions commanded the hunters. As a mere ambassador, he shouldn’t be working with them on normal visits—his last visit with Astra had been special, given he had been collecting Torneus.

A pair of beastkin knights played cards next to the hunter. The tension was thick enough that it seemed to cling to Nathan’s skin.

The knights saluted, and he returned it before heading inside the office.

Sureev stood inside with another hunter. His skin was the color of ash and his tailored silk suit matched his natural hue. Dark elves had a wide variety of skin tones—from tanned to charcoal black. Human artists had a thing for chocolate-colored skin for some reason, although it was a rarity in reality.

This man was the dark elf ambassador to the Anfang Empire. His face bore a sneer that Nathan suspected had settled on his face at some point in childhood, and was probably his resting expression.

Narime sat behind her desk, slowly combing out a tail, while Sureev attempted to incinerate her with his eyes. Both of them looked up at Nathan when he entered.

“Ah, Bastion Nathan,” Sureev greeted him, his expression instantly shifting to a bright smile. “Or is it Lord Nathan, now? I heard so many interesting things during my recent trip to Aleich. It was a truly exciting trip, for once.”

To Nathan’s surprise, the ambassador offered a handshake. The hunter stared at Sureev as if he had grown a second head.

Nathan took the outstretched hand, and they exchanged a firm handshake. “You visited His Majesty?”

“And Her Imperial Highness,” Sureev stressed, his expression tightening briefly. “I had many duties to attend to. Hardly a surprise, given how busy the Empire is, and how strong the relationship between the Spires and the Empire is right now. Today is proof of that.”

They pulled away from each other, but Nathan gave Sureev a nod. He’d gotten the message.

Sureev knew about Alice and her eventual move for the throne. Nathan needed to follow up on that in private later.

“His Majesty told me you’d visit when it was time. Is it?” Nathan asked.

“It is. We should leave as soon as possible. I would have sent word sooner, but…” Sureev paused, before letting out a cough. “The One True Council of Aurelia has countless matters to attend to, given their role within the Spires. But an opportunity has arisen, and they wish to extend you the unprecedented courtesy of observing the trial of former High Lord Torneus.”

It took Nathan a moment to realize that “as soon as possible” meant “now.” Narime straightened up in her chair, her eyes widening.

Nathan mentally checked on whether he had anything important that needed to be done.

“I am honored to receive the invitation, and of course, I accept,” he said politely, hiding his exasperation. “I’ll bring Seraph, Narime, and Fei with me—I believe you’re familiar with my Champions, at least by reputation.”

“They will make for excellent escorts. There are no issues with them,” Sureev said.

Nathan blinked, but managed to withhold his surprise. “I see.” Then he recalled another promise of his with Ciana. “I also have a Champion-in-training with me. I can’t leave her behind.”

Sureev’s lips thinned. “That should be fine as well, although I do not know of her. I recommend that she remains with one of your respected Champions at all times while within the Spires.”

Not even that had shaken Sureev. Nathan gave up on the political nonsense and simply smiled at Sureev while raising his arms in a shrug. “Can you give thirty minutes to organize things over the wireless, Sureev? I run the military of an entire duchy and defend five portals. I can’t exactly drop everything and walk off these days.”

The ambassador chuckled. “I’m certain that I can find something to amuse myself with while you prepare to leave. I noticed some unfamiliar bottles in one of the storerooms that I passed. If you don’t mind…?”

Narime clicked her tongue, but Nathan let Sureev poke around.

The dark elves left. Once he was gone, Nathan quickly warded his office.

“He’s talking about my sake, isn’t he?” Narime growled, her tails rising behind her.

“Probably. We’ll give him a case as a gift,” Nathan said.

The fox glared at him.

“He’s an ally, Narime.”

“To you,” the fox spat. “He asked if I was pregnant, and whether I could defend the portal in my current state.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t an asshole,” Nathan said. “And I guarantee you that the hunters were just as bad, even if they didn’t say anything.”

Narime scowled, but said nothing.

“What was that about the handshake?” Seraph asked. “I thought the hunter was about to die of shock.”

“Dark elves see all other races as lesser. A handshake indicates that I am equal. Even as an ambassador, it’s a huge faux pas for Sureev to shake hands with a human.” Nathan frowned. “Or it’s a sign that there’s something big going on in the Spires. He shouldn’t have let me bring three Champions—four if you include Ciana. It was a fight to bring two last time, plus Nurevia.”

In his original world, when he had gone with Charlotte and Gareth, the Council had limited their presence. Even in the face of the end of the world, they looked down on everyone else. Nurevia had been the only Champion allowed near the Council. Gareth hadn’t even been allowed to bring a Champion. Nathan had brought Vala and Narime, but that was it.

Later visits hadn’t been much better.

What was going on in the Spires?

“I suppose we’ll find out once we get there,” Seraph said. Then she tilted her head to one side. “Shouldn’t I stay behind to run everything?”

“Anna and Kuda can do their jobs for once,” he replied, although Seraph glared at him in response. “Get on the wireless and delegate your work, then. You’re coming with me to the Spires. I’m taking all of my duogems, save Fyre—and both you and Narime are my smartest and sharpest Champions.”

“Ah.” Narime smiled at him.

Both women stepped up to him, and the fox’s tails curled around him.

“You could have said that to begin with,” Seraph said. “I’ll never refuse a compliment. But who’s smarter?”

“Shoo,” he said, refusing her bait. “Go delegate your work. I need to talk to Fei, Ciana, and Anna.” He clicked his tongue. “Shit, I’ll also need to let Vera know that her Bastion training will be delayed. And Sen needs to change her training and—”

“We get it. You’re busy.” Narime rolled her eyes and pushed him toward the wireless in the corner. “Go tell your distraught harem how much you’ll miss them for the next few weeks.”

“I’ll miss you, Narime,” he said flatly.

Her tails slapped him in the back of the head as he walked away. He considered annoying her more, but realized she might not use her tails next time.

An hour passed while he spoke to everybody over the wireless. He realized that he could spend hours more handling everything and ended up delegating a lot of affairs to Sen and Anna. Fyre could protect Anna from any schemes while he was gone, although he hadn’t found the opportunity to check on her mind again.

Sen knew how to handle the portals. She still acted a little awkwardly around the knights, but maybe being placed in overall command while everyone else was away would improve matters. At the very least, she hadn’t complained when he put her in charge.

Not about that, anyway. Her complaints about not getting any sex had been loud enough that half the castle probably heard her shouting over the wireless.

Cheeky minx.

Afterward, he joined his Champions in a horseless carriage. Sureev had a carriage of his own, plus a mass of heavily armed and armored dark elf escorts. Like the rest of their military, these dark elf soldiers covered themselves from head to toe in heavy plate and covered every inch of their skin in metal or cloth. Dark elves hated sunlight.

“Are you sure you’ll be fine, sir?” one of his beastkin knights asked him for the thousandth time. Her tail dropped behind her as she stared at him with wide eyes.

“The Spires aren’t the place for knights or soldiers,” he said. “I’m taking Captain Fei and my most powerful Champions. You and the rest of the knights need to focus on supporting Sen and Sunstorm. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” she said sullenly.

The knights snapped off a noisy salute as he boarded the carriage and set off for the Spires.

Between the distance they needed to travel and the terrain, the trip took a few days. The Spires sat on the opposite side of Forselle Valley, which split the northern and southern sections of the Gharrick Mountains. The valley itself contained the Forselle River and countless tributaries to it. Fording such a massive river was dangerous, so they took a longer path to use a bridge.

Fei spent most of the trip staring at the countryside. Ciana did her best not to appear excited to visit the Spires, but eventually gave in and joined Fei with a wagging tail. Narime and Seraph alternated between verbally sparring with each other and questioning Nathan about whatever was on their minds.

He made a mental note not to travel in the same carriage as the both of them ever again. He only imagined how obnoxious things might be if he was sleeping with Seraph. The two women were competitive to an obscene degree.

Sleeping turned out to be difficult. Not for physical reasons, but mental ones.

“You don’t want to return to the Spires,” Narime said to him on the final day of the trip.

They were approaching the Spires themselves. Yesterday, their shapes had been vaguely visible in the distance. Today, they saw the majesty of some of the oldest structures on Doumahr. The Aurelian Spires predated the Anfang Empire.

Dozens of sandstone towers reached for the heavens. Legends said that if Omria descended in the Pearlescent Canyon, then she ascended in the Spires. The height of ordinary mage towers were a feeble imitation of the true power of Omria’s chosen people.

Or at least, that’s what the faeries told everybody. They had built the Spires long ago, supposedly. Back when they were known as the First Peoples, rather than just faeries.

Beneath the towers was the sprawl to end all sprawls. Doumahr contained many metropolises. Aleich was one of them. But the Spires contained the entirety of the dark elf race inside these towers and the urban rat’s nest beneath them. Even more dark elves lived in the mountains that the Spires were built beside. Millions of people lived here.

In Nathan’s world, millions had died here.

“No, I don’t want to come back here,” he admitted, voice low. “My memories of this place are almost uniformly negative.”

Fei dropped down from the window. Her nose looked slightly squashed after hours of pressing it against the glass. She wagged her tail nervously while staring at him, and the other Champions matched her expression. Ciana had stopped sightseeing some time ago, after the carriage jumped and she bumped her horn against the door.

“Almost?” Seraph asked.

“There are a couple of bright memories, although most end up bittersweet.” He sighed.

“You never went into detail about how things got so bad in your timeline,” Narime said. “It’s hard to imagine.” A pause. “Nathan, what happened?”

“A lot. I guess that goes without saying,” he said. It was his turn to stare out the window, now that Fei’s ass wasn’t in the way. “When the Federation collapsed, demons poured across the Houkeem Desert. At the same time, a succubus Messenger invaded Arcadia. They were in the depths of civil war. All civilization east of the Gharrick Mountains collapsed, just like that.” He snapped his fingers for effect.

Seraph and Narime closed their eyes. Unlike Fei or Ciana, they had lived through the destruction of their homeland. They knew firsthand the terrifying speed with which demons tore apart nations.

“Trafaumh dealt with the succubus. That meant Falmir needed to hold off the hordes of demons pouring across the former Federation. One of the largest defensive operations you can imagine and the Spires were in the middle of it. They didn’t survive it,” he said.

Seconds passed in silence.

“None of them? Out of this entire metropolis?” Narime asked in disbelief.

“A lot of dark elves fled, but the military and Council didn’t,” he said. He shrugged. “It’s a bitter pill to swallow, now that I’m older and wiser. If the dark elves had pulled back en masse, they could have rebuilt. But without the defensive power of the Spires, we probably couldn’t have held back the demons.”

He fell silent again and simply glared out the window.

“That’s why you know Astra,” Narime said flatly. “She fought in the last stand.”

“Yes. She’s the legendary trigem Champion of the Spires. Her power allowed me to win, more or less.”

“And?” the fox pushed.

He clenched a fist. “I’m not a stupid, young idiot anymore. I don’t intend to be protected. I’ll do the protecting.”

“That’s better,” Seraph said with a smile. “It’s fine for you to be haunted by your past. We understand that better than most. But what makes you so attractive is that you never stop moving forward.”

Narime and Fei agreed. Their tails curled around him, and the temperature in the carriage rose several degrees. Their hands wandered across his legs.

A cough interrupted them. “Perhaps you can wait?” Seraph suggested, raising an eyebrow.

“Hush. It’s not my fault you haven’t done anything,” Narime said, her hand firmly on Nathan’s crotch.

Ciana glared at Narime while Seraph rolled her eyes. Someone might think the horsegirl didn’t agree with Narime’s assessment.

“No, I think I agree with Seraph,” Nathan said to a pair of whines. “We’re close enough to the Spires themselves that I don’t want to explain this to anybody.”

“We won’t take that long,” Fei whined.

“No, but you’ll smell afterward. There’s no shower in the carriage,” he said.

They stared at him. A moment later, they pulled away from him.

“Yes, I think you’re right,” Narime said. “Let’s wait until we settle into our rooms.”

“Yup,” Fei chirped.

Seraph shook her head in amusement while Ciana looked relieved.

The carriage pulled into the city. A massive highway stretched over the nest of hovels in the sprawl. Countless carriages ran back and forth along it. Not a single dark elf could be seen out in the sun.

But Nathan saw humans and beastkin. Smaller roads and highways split off from the causeway they were on. Handcarts and cheaper carriages that relied on manual labor rolled along these roads, and these needed drivers. Naturally, they weren’t dark elves. Bulky collars hung around the neck of almost every human or beastkin visible.

Just as the human nations enslaved beastkin, so did the non-human nations enslave humans. The Aurelian Spires was infamous for the fact that it allowed slavery of any race except dark elves. Arcadia only allowed human and beastkin slavery, and many humans lived outside of slavery anyway.

Visiting the Spires was a reminder that the world could be a very unfriendly place.

Dark elves lurked beneath the shadows of the roads and buildings. Cloth canopies ran between rooftops and over storefronts to block out the sunlight. Most of the dark elves dressed very conservatively, often covering up their entire body. The exceptions stood out, with ostentatious piercings through their exposed body parts and extravagant jewelry adorning their body.

If a dark elf could wear something on a part of their body, they’d put a hole in it and try. That was how Nurevia had described it to him. She lacked piercings herself, due to her position. Public-facing dark elves such as Champions and ambassadors weren’t allowed piercings, as they knew that other races disliked them.

But in the Spires, piercings were a sign of prosperity and wealth.

“Do they all have so many things through their ears and noses?” Fei asked.

“Most will,” Nathan said. “Don’t bring them up.”

“They usually like it when you do,” Seraph said.

“It depends how you bring it up. They know that we don’t like piercings. In Aleich, putting enough wealth to buy a castle into your actual head makes you look like a punk. Here, it’s a sign that you’re so rich that you can wear your wealth. It’s a way to show off,” Nathan said.

“I never thought of it like that,” Narime said. “They’re basically saying that they are so rich they can afford to never use it, and show it off like that, right?”

“Yes. If a piercing vanishes, it’s supposedly socially damaging. It means you likely sold off something or were weak enough to be robbed.” He shrugged.

“I heard that piercings were important in dark elf culture, but this is more extreme than I imagined,” Ciana said, eyes wide as she pressed herself against Fei. The two struggled to stare out the window at the passing city.

They pulled up outside the largest of the sandstone towers. This was the Jormun Spire, the central spire that housed the Council of Aurelia. Its exterior was surrounded by a steel and sandstone canopy that blocked out the sun.

When they exited, they found themselves standing in a courtyard the size of Gharrick Pass itself. Not a single civilian was in sight. A solid wall of armored dark elf soldiers blocked off the entrances, including the one they had taken. A crowd formed past them, consisting mostly of humans and beastkin, who jumped and shouted as they tried to see what was happening.

More guards crowded around Nathan, although they kept their distance. The dark elves eyed the gems of his Champion’s cautiously.

“Um,” Fei said, eyes wide.

Ciana clung to Nathan, pulling his cloak around herself with wide eyes. Despite her terror, Nathan gave her a push on the back. She needed to show strength here.

“Ignore them,” Nathan said. “Follow me and Sureev.”

Narime and Seraph gave him a sharp look, but said nothing.

Sureev walked up with both hunters behind him. Nathan stepped up to him, and they fell into step as they walked toward the Jormun Spire’s entrance. More soldiers stood out front. They stepped aside as Nathan approached.

“They’re scared of us,” Narime said.

One of the dark elf hunters looked at her and rolled her eyes, as if to say “duh.”

Sureev grimaced, and nearly stumbled mid-step, but continued walking.

To cover for himself, he began talking. “It’s been a long trip, so I’ll see you to your rooms and let you settle in. Once the Council is aware of your arrival, we can arrange for proceedings to begin. The Bastions will want to know you are here as well, so I’ll be busy meeting with them shortly.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. Had the Council expected him to take longer to arrive?

Before he could ask, they reached the entrance. The doors didn’t open automatically, and Sureev clicked his tongue. The guards watched nervously from nearby. Shouting reached them from the rowdy crowd beyond the lines of soldiers.

“What are the interior guards doing?” one of the hunters muttered, speaking for the first time.

She stepped forward and slammed her hands into the doors. They stood several times Nathan’s height, and were built from solid stone. They ground open, and the noise overwhelmed the crowd. Nathan winced at the noise. Fei, Ciana, and Narime covered their sensitive ears.

“What is she doing?” Sureev said when the doors opened, eyes widening.

Inside the lobby of the Jormun Spire stood Astra, her three opal gems shining from her collarbone. She smiled at Nathan.

“Nathan, good to see you,” Astra said in her brusque manner of speaking.


Chapter 18




Astra wore a figure-hugging set of dark armor with a violet cape. It was more conservative than Nurevia’s stripper outfit, but showed a lot more skin than the hunters and guards. Her luscious dark thighs peeked out between armored greaves and her breastplate, and she showed some hefty cleavage. White hair was tied in a short ponytail behind her head.

And, of course, she had three gems set into her collarbone. Three iridescent opals. They were the same as in Nathan’s world, which relieved him. Astra hadn’t changed that much.

She stood in the center of the tower’s lobby. Every guard kept their distance from her, which made the lobby appear almost empty. A monogem Champion quivered in the far corner.

Nobody near Nathan moved. Sureev looked at his hunters, but they refused to even look at Astra. Nathan’s own Champions clustered near him, their bodies tense.

Trigem Champions were on an entirely different level from monogems and duogems. They were exceedingly rare, with only a small number active in the world at a time. The raw power within their bodies allowed them to match weaker Champions without even using their gems. They possessed incredibly powerful gem enhancements and abilities, too.

Nathan had seen the power of trigems firsthand. Astra’s power allowed her to surpass the limits of mortality. Jafeila had been granted the power to fight Messengers one-on-one in his world. Narime gained the power to cast sixth rank spells and lower almost instantaneously.

Which is why Nathan took the first step forward and smiled at Astra.

“Your name’s Astra, isn’t it? Sureev didn’t mention your title the last time we met. I’m amazed that you not only share the same name as the legendary Astra, but are also a trigem Champion,” Nathan said, feeling as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. “It’s such an amazing coincidence.”

Every eye turned to him, and most weren’t friendly. Nathan felt that the hunters wanted to rip him limb from limb. Even the dark elf guards glared at him, despite their fear. Sureev stared at him in shock, his eyes attempting to escape his skull.

He had made fun of their legendary Champion. Maybe not the best idea.

Astra raised a hand to cover her mouth, but he heard the muffled giggle. So did everybody else. The glaring stopped.

After several moments, she regained her composure and said, “You made fun of me. It’s been so long. Centuries, at least.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Tell me, Nathan. Where do you find your confidence?”

Sureev remembered that he was supposed to be in charge and interrupted, “Grand Marshal Astra, I believe your duties require your attention elsewhere. Bastion Nathan has had a long journey, and I will lead him to his room now.”

Astra shot Sureev a look, then ignored him. Although the ambassador fumed, he remained silent. Unlike last time, he wasn’t in command of Astra, and she wasn’t pretending to be a mere hunter.

After clearing his throat, Nathan said, “I’d be dead if I wasn’t confident. Our enemies don’t care about decorum.”

“True.” Astra nodded, but her eyes remained narrow. “Am I an enemy? Are you avoiding death now?”

“I don’t know. Am I?” he replied, meeting her gaze.

Her green eyes pierced his. As always, there was something chilling about her eyes. He had always found her uncomfortable to be around. Originally, he had thought that was because she simply looked down on others, like her brethren. His memories of Astra were that she valued power over all else.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

“We should fight,” Astra said suddenly.

The air split with the surprise of everyone around him. Nathan simply rubbed the bridge of his nose. Confused, Astra looked around herself.

“You mean that we should fight together, don’t you?” he said. “You can speak properly. Why not use more words?”

She thinned her lips and gave him a haughty look. “You understand me. Why use more words?”

Each of Nathan’s Champions glared at her. They didn’t appreciate being told they didn’t matter.

For his part, Nathan found himself frustrated. He didn’t understand Astra that well.

“Because you’ll create misunderstandings. Like you are right now,” he said. Then he sighed and bowed. “Grand Marshal Astra, it is an honor to meet you. But I am terribly busy. Perhaps we can speak again later.”

Astra glared at him, then at Sureev, who took a step backward.

“Fine,” she ground out. “But we will fight. I want to see you shatter demons.”

She turned and strode out of the lobby.

Sanity returned shortly afterward. The guards pretended that Astra hadn’t been here, and that they hadn’t abandoned their posts. Sureev’s glare suggested that wouldn’t fly, and the hunters pulled at their hair in embarrassment.

“Let’s go,” Sureev said, and led them away.

They walked to the elevators. Given the size of the Spires, there were many of them. They came in all shapes and sizes.

Sureev waved the Champions into a larger one, before stepping into a small one with Nathan.

A door made from steel lattice closed, and the elevator began to rise in a series of loud thunks. Nathan hated the noise these contraptions made. They ran on some ancient combination of magical batteries and mechanical instruments that were built into the Spires.

“How can you talk to her like that?” Sureev asked suddenly.

“Astra, you mean?”

“Who else?” he snapped, then calmed down. He brushed down his suit and mumbled an apology. “She can destroy us in an instant. But you talk down to her like she’s just… a woman.”

Nathan decided not to correct Sureev’s personality problems. He wasn’t here to play psychologist or get involved with whatever issues the ambassador had with women.

“I spent a long time taking orders without questioning them. Sometimes doing very stupid things, and making dumb mistakes,” Nathan said. “It never led anywhere, as you know.”

Sureev nodded slowly. “Your father’s reputation precedes him.”

Nathan let the misunderstanding linger, as he had intended to deceive Sureev into thinking of his false past.

“Blindly accepting the order of things due to power, nobility, or influence didn’t help me,” Nathan said. “If I didn’t stop letting people walk all over me, I wonder if I ever would have learned how to stand back up.”

His life in his original world had led nowhere. When he had realized that Kadria was recruiting him, he had confronted that reality. At some point, he had stopped trying to make a difference and accepted the inevitable. Even at the end, when he had chosen death over trying to find another way out. He’d nearly repeated that mistake in this world, when confronted by Vera.

Breaking that cycle was hard.

“I didn’t expect those words from you,” Sureev said slowly.

“Tell me something I haven’t heard.” Nathan chuckled.

Surprisingly, Sureev did as well. Then he nodded. Slowly at first, then rapidly. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll think on them.”

The lift came to a stop. Sureev led him and the others to their rooms. Afterward, the ambassador left. He had to meet with the Council and the dark elf Bastions.

The bedrooms were palatial. This time, Nathan had the room fit for a princess. The bed was large enough to contain an entire harem at once.

As if to prove that point, all four women jumped on it.

“Nathan, can you make a bed like this back home?” Fei asked dreamily, as she sank into the covers.

“I can see it being very useful,” Narime said. Her six silver tails fanned out across the bed without touching any of the others. “Very, very useful. The things we could do on this…”

Ciana’s face reddened as she watched Fei’s and Narime’s expressions turn from dreamy to lewd. The unicorn remained pure, but only physically. Her mind wandered far too much for Nathan to really call her pure of mind.

“Can you wait five seconds before you fuck?” Seraph said. “The bed is very nice, though. Your room is obscenely huge. If you’ve been here before—”

Nathan cut her off and cast wards on the room. She waited patiently for him to finish.

“Why didn’t you make a bedroom like this before? Huge bed to line everybody up at once, lots of space to stretch out afterward, a bathroom the size of a house. Seems rather obvious to me,” Seraph said.

“That’s a lot of wasted magical energy and effort. My bedroom is large enough. And I’ve already made the bed pretty damn large.” Nathan frowned. He had increased its size twice this year.

Once for Narime’s tails, and a second time in anticipation of when Fei, Sunstorm, and Sen finally organized that foursome they chatted about from time to time.

The topic moved away from Nathan’s bed. They talked about the trip and other matters for some time. Food arrived, and the beastkin poked at the potted fish, blanched vegetables, and baked foods they received.

“Almost everything is preserved in the Spires,” Nathan explained.

“I heard about that,” Ciana said, eyes wide. “A book suggested it was because they worry about sieges, or being cut off.”

“Or maybe it’s a cultural thing, given they used to be slaves under the faeries. Food would have been scarce for them,” Narime said. “A lot of popular food in Kurai was due to how hard it was to grow certain foods.”

Whatever the reason for their selection of dishes, there wasn’t enough food to feed two famished beastkin. Dark elves had brought the food, but they vanished afterward.

Nathan knew his way around the Spires, however. He tracked down the kitchen and badgered the human servants. They stared at him in amazement. It didn’t take long to convince them to serve up more food now, and to send much larger amounts in the future.

Okay, maybe it did take a while. Nathan had to bring Fei over and demonstrate her ability to inhale entire plates of food.

The night passed as Nathan expected it to. Fei and Narime took turns in his bedroom, as neither were that comfortable with each other yet. Pressing a buxom catgirl against his curvy, fluffy fox would take a little longer.

“Shouldn’t we have been called to do something? Where’s Sureev?” Narime asked the next day as they played chess.

They had their own common room. Nobody bothered them, and the servants kept their distance. Nathan suspected the entire floor was empty save for them. This was a room for guests and visitors, after all. How many could there be?

All the rooms were bedrooms, meeting rooms, kitchens, and the like. The idea was that visitors stayed on the one floor unless escorted elsewhere.

“He visited around dawn,” Nathan said. “Mentioned that the Council is currently considering another important matter.”

“Which is?” Narime raised an eyebrow.

“He didn’t say. He’s the ambassador, not our friend. Although he did appear to be frustrated by whatever it was.”

“That sounds bad.”

“Very,” he said. He checkmated Narime, and she glared at him.

“You should have brought your shogi pieces,” he said with a shrug.

“I assumed we’d be busier than this,” she said. “You talk up how I’m your strategist, but it kind of hurts to lose to you so often.”

“It’s only chess.” He laughed. “If being good at chess let you win wars and battles, the entire recruitment process for Bastions would change.”

“Yet you keep winning.”

“How many days do you think I’ve wasted like this?” he asked her.

She remained silent.

“The answer is a lot. Being buried in paperwork allows me to lose myself in my duty. The rest of the time, I play games,” he explained.

“Have you tried thinking less?” Narime proposed.

“You sound like Sen.”

The fox raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I’ll spend more time around her then. Perhaps we can come up with some ways to get you out of your office more often.”

The rest of the day passed in monotony. Overnight, a storm blew in. The Spires didn’t have windows. Instead, they had black steel railings and shutters along the outside. A fair bit of the rain got in. Their view outside turned into a solid gray wall of mist.

“How come the mist isn’t coming inside?” Ciana asked him.

She stretched next to him and Fei. Physical training was important, as it helped Ciana acclimate to the energies from the binding stone. Fortunately, she favored an endurance enchantment, so training her was simple.

“The tower is warded,” Nathan explained.

“Are we in the clouds?” Fei asked.

“Maybe?” He shrugged. “I don’t know. We’re close to the mountains and high up. It’s possible. It could just be the weather, though.”

“I thought you knew everything,” the catgirl whined.

“If I knew everything, things would be a lot different,” he drawled.

Ciana giggled. “Oh? How different? Would you be Emperor Nathan, with a harem of beastkin worshipping every inch of your body?”

Fei broke down into giggles as well, and he ignored them. He felt that Fei was a bad influence on Ciana.

On the other hand, she was much more open than she’d ever been in his world. He appreciated seeing her like this. She was adorable.

When another day passed without anything happening, Nathan decided to investigate. Sureev didn’t visit him on the third day. That boded poorly.

Leaving this floor was dangerous but Nathan had an excuse. Someone he could visit who would cover for him, so long as he made it to her room. The problem was ensuring she was there.

“You know Astra’s schedule?” Narime remarked. “That’s creepy.”

“Very creepy,” Seraph agreed.

“If I asked you to write down my daily schedule, how accurate do you think it would be?” he asked them.

“Given you rarely leave your office except when we drag you out of it, that hardly counts,” Seraph countered.

He shook his head. “Astra is a creature of habit. So long as there isn’t an invasion taking place, or anything else that needs her attention, she’ll be in the same place every day. That’s either her bedroom, one of the training grounds, or the bars. We’ll be caught by guards before we get close to the last two, but her bedroom is on a floor that is lightly guarded during the day.”

“Why?” Seraph was incredulous.

“She’s the only important person on the floor. Did you miss the part where everybody is intimidated by her?”

They made their way to the elevators. Nathan cast wards and gestured to Narime to do her part. Her tails shifted behind her in a complex pattern as she used magic to investigate the tower.

“Are you sure you shouldn’t do this?” Narime said.

“I can’t cast a ward and a spatial detection spell at the same time. I’ve been helping you with ascended magic for months now, for this reason,” he said.

She said something unkind about him and his training, which he ignored.

Then her eyes snapped wide open, and she gestured to Nathan wildly. He realized what she meant and began walking past the elevators. The others followed.

A moment later, two dark elves rounded the corner. One of them was very familiar.

Nathan met eyes with her. He growled, “Nurevia!”

The duogem Champion froze, before placing a hand against her hip and sticking out her tongue. “Oh? It’s little Nathan? What are you doing here? Did you give up on playing Bastion and decide to become somebody’s pet? I heard Astra was looking for a new toy to break.”

Snarls rose in response to her jab. Nathan stomped toward her. The dark elf man next to Nurevia backpedaled, raising his hands in surrender. He wore fine robes and a badge of office that indicated he worked for the Council of Aurelia.

Everything about this stank of Tharban’s meddling.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Nathan said, looming over Nurevia. “You have no place here.”

“I’m a dark elf. I belong here a lot more than your pasty ass,” Nurevia spat.

“Don’t lie. I don’t know what favor you called in, or from who, but the Spires don’t welcome you,” he said. “What bullshit are you up to for Tharban?”

The other dark elf panicked, his eyes widening and pupils shrinking. He looked around for help, but found none. This floor was devoid of guards.

“This is cute, but we both know you’re not going to do shit.” Nurevia sneered at him. “Walk away, little boy. You aren’t your daddy.”

His hand snapped out and grabbed her arm. She gasped.

“I don’t care about Tharban. But you and your friend are up to something that I’m pretty sure is treason,” Nathan said.

Nurevia’s amethysts flashed.

Instantly, he jumped backward. The dark elf fled. Seraph and Fei stepped between him and Nurevia, their own gems flashing. Flames appeared over Fei’s arms.

“Enough!” Nathan boomed. He injected magic into his voice.

The non-humans covered their ears, including Nurevia.

“Fuck,” she swore. “I think I just found another thing I’m not into. Ears and aural pain are not my fetish.”

“I don’t care,” Nathan said. He ran a hand through his hair. “Fucking hell, Nurevia. The fuck are you doing here? Astra let you in, and you’re fucking with the alliance between the Spires and the Empire? She’ll rip you limb from limb when she finds out.”

The dark elf Champion froze, her purple eyes shrinking to pinpricks. After a few moments, she started breathing again.

“I know you’re fishing, but damn,” she said. “You’re better at this than I expected. Still, you’re not getting anything out of me like this. Like I said, you’re not going to touch me. I put those scars on your body, little Nathan. That’s what power is.”

He stared at her for several moments before it clicked. Anger simmered within him, but he ignored it. The Nathan Straub from this world had been tormented by Nurevia.

But he was much, much stronger than her.

“Narime, you’ve mapped the Spires. How many minutes do you think we have before guards arrive?” he asked, turning to face the fox.

She stared at him in confusion. Then comprehension crossed her face and she smirked. “Oh. More than enough time to break a pouty little dark elf in.”

“Well then.” Nathan clicked his fingers. “Why don’t you start, Fei? Or maybe you want to, Seraph? I’ll leave it to you.”

Vicious grins crossed the faces of his Champions. Although this was an act intended to intimidate Nurevia, he doubted all of their hatred toward Nurevia was feigned.

She was a bitch, after all. But Nathan knew that she acted this way was so that people hurt her, because she got off on it.

Nurevia’s eyes widened. When Fei’s arm lit up with fire, the dark elf stared at the bright blue flames, transfixed.

“Oh,” Nurevia said.

Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—a newcomer interrupted them. They heard footsteps and Fei banished her flame.

Astra rounded the corner swiftly. Her eyes narrowed at the scene.

Before anybody said anything, Nathan seized the initiative.

“Astra, can I ask you for a favor?” he said, deciding to gamble on a hunch. Nurevia and Astra went back a long way, but he knew they were estranged for some reason.

“Of course,” Astra purred, her eyes boring into Nurevia.

The younger dark elf Champion shrunk in on herself. Neither Nathan nor Nurevia had ever heard Astra sound like that before.

“Can you punch Nurevia for me?” he asked.

A sickening crack filled the hallway. Nurevia collapsed to the ground, blood streaming from her nose. She groaned loudly, but didn’t try to get up.

“Anything else?” Astra asked, staring down at her supposed friend with an odd look in her eyes.

Nathan gulped. “Did you want to make a time to talk? The Council appears to be busy right now.”

Now it was time for his body to be torn apart by Astra’s gaze. After several long seconds, she nodded.

“It is important. Tonight. Do not bring them.” Astra gestured at his Champions with her head. Then she thought of something else. “Bring alcohol.”

With those words, the legendary trigem Champion swept away, leaving Nurevia bleeding on the ground.

“I think it’s time for an interrogation,” Nathan said. “Maybe we’ll find out why the Council isn’t talking to us.”

Nurevia tried to muster up a glare, but it looked more like she wanted him to fuck her.

Nathan wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. For now, he asked Fei to carry the dark elf back to his room. Narime, Seraph, and Ciana followed quietly, although he didn’t miss the fact that Ciana was oddly quiet.


Chapter 19




“You suck at healing,” Nurevia spat at Narime.

The fox ignored the jab and continued holding her glowing hands against Nurevia’s jaw. “Do you want me to stop?”

“Stop being shit, maybe.” The dark elf winced when Narime pulled away, and a curse escaped her lips. “Is this the magical equivalent of a band-aid?”

“For you,” Narime said. “It’s like a regeneration spell. The regeneration and enhancements of your gems interfere with it.”

Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “You’re using a form of life magic.”

Narime gave him an odd look. “Not quite. Altering life itself is impossible for mystic foxes. I’ve heard it described as taboo, but I don’t know why. But yes, my healing is a form of ascended magic, rather than one of the natural elements of magic.”

Taboo, huh.

Nathan remembered Seraph’s reaction when he had casually mentioned learning mental magic. Many disciplines of ascended magic might not be welcomed by others. Although Nathan wasn’t learning how to control minds, the possibility would scare others. And he had been experimenting with life magic in order to create food, but if Narime’s race considered it taboo, there was probably a reason.

He made a note to be more careful when bringing up his ascended magic research.

“This is some amazing conversation, but does nothing for putting my shattered jaw back together,” Nurevia whined. Her purple eyes glared at Nathan, who stared blandly back.

All of them sat inside his palatial bedroom. Nurevia was bound with silk cord that Nathan had found in one of the cabinets, alongside a number of other bedroom instruments. Fei’s face had lit up when she saw the many colorful objects, but she was forbidden from playing with them—without Nathan, anyway.

Ciana sat in the corner while Seraph leaned on the wall next to her. Fei leaned against Nathan on the bed, her hands wandering until he batted them away. Nurevia’s eyes spotted the constant attempts to play with Nathan as she sat on the floor.

“I could tell that Astra holds you in high regard,” Nathan drawled, his head in one palm.

“Goddess, you still think we know each other? You’re so full of shit.” Nurevia grinned. “You couldn’t even touch me yourself.”

“Uh huh. You realize nobody is coming for you, right?” Nathan said flatly.

She blinked in confusion.

“Your friend ran away, but no guards came. Astra arrived too quickly. She probably detected your gems activating.” Or she had felt Narime’s or Nathan’s magic despite his attempts to hide it.

That possibility greatly concerned him.

“In the end, you’re in my bedroom, surrounded by my Champions, on a floor completely devoid of dark elf guards, while inside a country that would slap a slave collar on you if it didn’t make them look weak.” Nathan’s gaze pierced Nurevia, and she shuffled uncomfortably, unable to look him cleanly in the eye. “Tell me what you’re doing here, Nurevia. Before I go tell Astra that you’ve disappointed her even more.”

“How the fuck do you even know anything about that?” Nurevia shouted. “How do you know about me? About Astra? Why does she and everybody else think you’re such hot shit? What in the name of the goddess happened to you after Tharban kicked you out?”

Narime stood up and took a seat. The rest of his Champions watched quietly, although their gazes fell on Nathan.

He sighed.

“That doesn’t matter to you right now,” he said. “I have a duty to the Empire to carry out, and you’re getting in my way. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

Nurevia gulped as she finally looked him in the eye. Fei’s hands wandered across his crotch, and he didn’t push her away this time.

“Is the fox using some sort of spatial spell to make your balls fit in your pants?” the dark elf asked. “Because I don’t know how you fit balls the size of your head in them.”

“Do you have a thing for massive balls?” he asked drily.

“No, but I do have a thing for men with massive balls.” She grinned at him.

“I guess we know where Tharban’s brain ended up,” Narime said, and Seraph smirked in response.

Nurevia ignored them. “When Tharban kicked you out, you were an angry little boy desperate for revenge. I figured you’d become something fun to play with, especially after you joined the academy. This is different. You have more steel and fire in you than I ever thought possible. For somebody who was so soft, you became such a hardass. You even have women drooling over your cock while you interrogate me. Do you know who you remind me of?”

Fei stuck her tongue out at Nurevia, but she did stop trying to free Nathan’s dick from his pants.

“Not this again,” Nathan said. “Seraph says that I’m Torneus. The Emperor wants me to be Leopold.” Ciana’s eyes widened at his words, but he kept talking. “You think I’m Tharban. What’s next, Princess Charlotte shows up and says I’m her father?”

“You carry your age well if that’s the case,” Seraph said. “Unlike this old witch.” She jabbed a thumb toward Narime, who slapped her hand down in response.

“Oh, no. You’re not your daddy,” Nurevia purred.

Nathan raised an eyebrow.

“Tharban’s all heat and bluster. An angry man who needs to constantly remind people of how great he is, because he’s terrified that others will forget if he doesn’t slap his dick in their face all the time.” Nurevia sneered.

“Yet he’s the man who holds your leash,” Nathan said. “And who you let hold your leash.”

She glared at him. “Again, how do you know this?”

He didn’t answer.

Huffing, Nurevia countered, “He was my choice. The Spires are full of men, but they’re all terrified of Champions. The Bastions are all male, so the Champions are female. And the Bastions have so many of us that they pick and choose which they care about. It’s so stifling here. The men fear me, the Bastions ignore me, the women sneer at me, and the nobles see me as a pawn.”

Nathan nodded. “Astra’s Bastion—I forget his name—has over thirty Champions, doesn’t he?”

“I don’t know. I left.” Nurevia shrugged. “But he had forty before I did. Maybe some died in the cascade. But while I was under him, there was nobody interesting. So I left and found Tharban. A man who hated everything that I represented. He was everything I wanted when I was young and dumb.”

“You say that like you’re still not young and dumb,” Narime said. “If you were smarter, you would have left him long ago.”

Nathan stepped in before the women started arguing again. “So, who do I remind you of, if not Tharban?”

“The Council.”

He blinked. Then he ran his hands over his head, making a show of checking for piercings. “None of you pierced my eyes while I slept? I’m not going to step into the shower and find a ring through my balls, right?”

Giggles ran through the room.

“Funny,” Nurevia said. “But tell me: if it benefited you, would you throw me off this tower and let me plummet to my death? If I don’t tell you anything, will you have your little cat turn me into ash and then convince Astra not to say anything?”

Nathan’s breath caught at her words. They hit harder than he liked.

“I thought so,” she said, grinning. “That’s the difference. Tharban is all bark. You are all bite. If I get in your way, you will destroy me. You killed Theus and his Champions in a single fight. The other Bastions and Champions in the Empire are terrified of you. If they get in your way, will you show up with a kill squad of Champions and take their binding stone off them? Will you brutally crush all of Princess Alice’s opponents?”

Nathan clenched his fists.

“Nathan wouldn’t—” Ciana tried to say, standing up.

Seraph placed a hand on her shoulder. Ciana froze and looked around in confusion. While Fei looked as confused as Ciana, Narime’s expression was grim.

“Narime, Fei, keep an eye on her,” Nathan said, standing up.

He walked out of the room with Seraph. Nurevia shouted insults at him, but he shut the door behind him.

A few moments later, Ciana opened it and slipped outside as well. Nathan let her join him and Seraph as they walked to the nearby common room in silence.

Sighing, Nathan flopped onto one of the recliners. Seraph pulled up a chair next to him, while Ciana made tea for all of them. Coffee was rarely drunk within the Spires, so he made do with their many varieties of flavorsome milk tea. He cast wards around them.

“You know how to deal with her,” Seraph said while Ciana was away.

“I don’t like her,” Nathan said.

“No, I think you do. You just dislike the way she pushes your buttons. If Ciana hadn’t interrupted, you would have given her what she wants,” Seraph replied.

“Maybe.” He sighed. “I’m usually good at backing off. I thought I was used to this game, but now I realize she probably held back in my world.”

“How did you even end up with a bitch like her? You sounded too weak and inexperienced for her tastes. No offense.”

He laughed. “I say that about my younger self all the time, so none taken.”

Ciana returned with the tea before he began his explanation. Her blonde horse ears sat flat against her head the entire time, and she said nothing. Nathan wanted to apologize, but he knew there would be a better time after he finished with Nurevia.

“After the Empire fell, Nurevia ended up in a bad state. Tharban and most of his Champions died pointlessly. Trafaumh, Falmir, and the Federation carved up the Empire. She couldn’t go back to the Spires and she lacked a Bastion. For whatever reason, she ended up fighting Trafaumh instead of joining them,” he explained.

“Was that normal?” Seraph asked.

“Both Jafeila and Narime joined Trafaumh after their nations fell. Jafeila after the Empire, and Narime after the Federation.” He ran a hand through his hair at the memories of the time when neither were by his side.

“Wait, you didn’t mention that before,” Seraph said, leaning backward in surprise. “Nathan, who were your Champions for most of your life?”

He winced. Whoops.

“I came from Falmir. Naturally, I had a brand new Champion. Her name was Vala. Feisty woman with red garnets,” he said, not meeting their eyes. “Because Fei was on the frontline, she joined Trafaumh. While I knew her pretty well, she only joined me after she became a trigem Champion. Narime… she became my Champion briefly, but took it hard when we failed to save the Federation. We joined back up pretty fast, though.”

Ciana coughed, then shrunk in on herself when they looked at her. “Um, what about me?”

Nathan smiled at her. “You joined me very early. Both you and Sen have been with me since my early days.” Then he looked away, as he remembered what happened at the end.

“Nathan, um…” the horsegirl began to ask.

Seraph interrupted. “And Nurevia? She joined you sometime before the Federation fell?”

“Yes. She actually liked the fact I was young and naïve. For years, she enjoyed taking the lead in bed.” He shrugged. “As I got older, her tastes returned to what Tharban taught her. She knew how to push my buttons and make me… use her.”

“Ah. This time, you’re already the experienced Bastion, and she wants you to give her the full course right from the start.” Seraph shook her head. “Like I said, you know how to deal with her. She won’t talk normally.”

He clicked his tongue. “I won’t play her stupid game. But…”

Both women stared at him. Without saying another word, he stood up and returned to his bedroom. He shooed everybody out, except for Nurevia. Then he untied her legs, but left her arms done up.

He sat down on the bed, legs spread.

“What, do you want me to crawl around for you?” Nurevia laughed.

She wiggled her ass against the tiled floor. Her vest and hot pants left little to the imagination, given they barely covered her crotch and breasts to begin with.

Nathan undid his pants and his dick flopped out. Fei’s earlier attention meant it was a decent size, but he was a long way from an erection.

“Well, this is what you want, isn’t it?” he said, with no emotion in his voice.

“You keep talking as though you know me,” Nurevia growled, although her fingers twitched and her eyes remained fixed on his flaccid member. “You don’t.”

“I do. You want me to do things to you that I don’t want to do. Instead, I’m going to offer you a deal. It’s the best deal you’ll get, as I don’t think you actually want to sit in an urn in Astra’s room,” Nathan said.

Nurevia shuddered at the implied threat. When Nathan didn’t say anything more, she said, “Fine. What is it?”

“I’ll give you the cock that you’ve been after ever since you came to Gharrick Pass. Then you’ll tell me what I want to hear,” he said.

Seconds passed.

“When do you tell me what I get in return?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I just did. The only thing you want is to be fed a meal while my dick is down your throat.”

She glared at him, but swallowed noisily despite that. “What if I say no? You want me, little Nathan. Admit it. You won’t walk away without tasting me.”

In response, he stood up, walked over, and undid the cord around her arms. Then he sat back down. She stared at him in shock, arms still held behind her, even though they weren’t tied up.

“Go on, leave,” he said, glaring down at her. “I have other Champions. I don’t need you. You’re useless to me, other than the information you have. I can just talk to Astra and go around you. Why would I care about a duogem Champion who serves my asshole of a father, when I can have her?”

“Fuck you,” Nurevia spat.

She glowered at him.

Leaning back, Nathan placed a hand around his cock and slapped his thigh. Nurevia crawled forward on her knees. The dark skin of her face contrasted heavily with his cock. Her hot breath hardened him, but he was nowhere near fully erect.

The moment before her tongue touched his tip, he stopped her. His hands gripped her cheeks, holding her in place.

“So, you do want this?” he asked her.

“Fuck yes,” she gasped out, her eyes widening as she stared at his growing cock.

He let her go.

She wrapped her mouth around his tip and began to suckle, lick, and play with his length. Her hands pulled down her vest and hot pants. Her huge tits bounced out, revealing hard purple nipples that glistened with sweat. Her pussy lips were a similar color and noticeably enlarged as she fingered herself.

Nathan’s length grew in her mouth as she bobbed up and down. Her scent wafted through his nostrils. She was horny as hell, and all he smelled was lust.

Eventually, he began to reach his full size. Then he kept growing. Nurevia massaged his balls with one hand as she slurped along the length of his shaft. Her lavender hair draped over his crotch.

Then she popped off him with wide eyes and stared at him. She moaned, “You’re ruining me. How can I go back to anything else after slurping down your cock?”

He ran a hand through her hair and pressed her against his length. “I told you that this is all you wanted.”

“Fuck,” she breathed out while blowing a kiss against his glans. He grew another inch and she giggled. “Time to dig in.”

She noisily slurped down his prick, then slid down the whole length. Thick strands of saliva ran along it and bubbles blew through her nose as she tried repeatedly to reach his crotch with her lips.

After a while, he simply rammed her head down. She gurgled while staring up at him with glazed over eyes. The lewd noises of her fingers filled the room as she desperately brought herself to climax. Juices coated the tiles of the room.

Nurevia appeared content to simply sit there, her throat speared on his cock. Her moans rumbled around his length. Her long pointy ears drooped, although they flicked upward every time Nathan moved even slightly.

Realizing he needed to take charge, Nathan grabbed the sides of her head. Her eyes widened the moment before he used her the way she wanted to be used. He rammed her entire head along his length as fast as he could. Her throat coiled around his cock. Her tits bounced around with each movement.

Then he pulled her against him and emptied his balls right into her stomach. After he pulled out of her, he slapped his length against her face and allowed his hot seed to drool down her cheeks and chin. Her tongue lapped up what it could.

“So, are you done?” Nathan asked, raising an eyebrow. His voice remained cold.

“How does your cock not shrivel up when you’re that cold,” Nurevia whined. “I can feel your raging heat against my face and in my stomach. Did all your fire end up in your balls?”

Evidently, he wasn’t done yet.

Nathan picked Nurevia up. She squealed and flailed about. Luckily, she didn’t try to use her gems. That would have been awkward.

He threw her on the bed, ass up. She wiggled into a better position on all fours, then grinned at him.

“Oh, so you do want me?” she cooed.

He pressed his length against her. Her purple lips puffed open and juices poured out. She moaned in response. Then moaned again, sweeter this time, when he rubbed his tip up and down along her entrance.

“You’re slick enough that I won’t even need lube for your ass,” he said.

“Don’t you fucking dare,” she growled.

He tilted his head. “Not an ass girl?”

“Leave that crap to Astra. Her toys are fucking terrifying.”

What.

Nathan stared at Nurevia. Her face lit up as she realized she had told him about Astra’s personal preferences.

“Let’s pretend you didn’t say that. For both our sakes,” Nathan said.

“Deal,” Nurevia said. Then grinned. “So, fuck me. Fill me.”

Nathan didn’t move. When she tried to buck against him, he made sure he didn’t enter her. Instead, he continued to tease her as her pussy drooled all over him.

“No. You’re going to tell me what you’re doing here. Then I’ll consider whether you’re worth it.” Nathan glared at her.

She whined.

Nathan didn’t relent.

“You asshole,” she snapped out. “You’re such a fucking bitch. You know that? You should—”

He reached over and placed a hand on her head. Then he pushed her face into the bed, muffling her voice as she shouted at him. He continued to rub against her, even as she coated his entire crotch and the bedsheets with a puddle of her juices.

When he let go, her face was a picture of need.

“Nathan!” she cried. “Please!”

“Tell me.”

She stared at him.

“What happens to me after this?” she asked quietly.

“That’s your choice,” he said. “You seem to know what you want. Or do you?”

She pouted at him.

Then she opened up, just like her body was. She explained why Tharban had sent her here, what she was trying to get the Council to do, and what his father’s long-term plans were. Details were left out, such as who she met with, and he doubted she told him everything about Tharban.

But he didn’t push. Nurevia was on the verge of becoming his. He knew that, even if he didn’t necessarily like it. Pushing her too far might backfire. After all, he didn’t want her to think that betrayal was an easy thing. Even if Tharban was a monster.

“Well? Do I get my prize now?” Nurevia asked.

“It’s not your prize, it’s your punishment,” he said. “You just betrayed your Bastion.”

She stared at him, then grinned. “Oh, so punish me. Reshape me with that thick rod of yours. I bet you don’t need to worry about your Champions looking at other men with a beast like that.”

He pressed her head into the bed again. She giggled this time.

Then he hilted himself inside her. The slap of his thighs against her fleshy, dark ass echoed through the room. Her insides clung to him greedily. A gasp rang out from Nurevia as she threw her head back.

Then he started thrusting rapidly into her, driving her into the bed.

“Fuck. This is it. This is what I wanted,” she moaned out.

Nathan didn’t want to keep this going for too long, so he sped up. Nurevia practically screamed in ecstasy. He pressed her so deeply into the bed that she nearly became one with it.

He reached his climax and let out a grunt. Thick ropes of his seed filled her, and the slapping of their flesh turned wet and sticky within seconds.

When he slid out of her with a wet pop, white gobs dripped onto the bed. Nurevia moaned incoherently, ass still sticking up.

“Isn’t this what you wanted?” he asked her as he got off the bed.

“This is way better,” Nurevia gasped out. A long pause. “Call me a bitch, please?”

“No. You’re not useful to me that way. I’m not playing your stupid game,” he said coldly.

She shuddered. “Yeah, like that. Fuck. It’s different, but I love it.”

Shaking his head, Nathan got up and opened the door. Fei and Ciana fell inside the room. Both of their faces were cherry red, and he knew what they had been doing from the smell. Neither Seraph nor Narime were outside.

“Um, Nathan, this is—”

“I’m taking a shower,” he said. “Tell Seraph that Tharban is trying to interfere with the Federation. He wants the dark elves to pull out of the Houkeem Desert.”

After those words, he stepped into the bathroom. Nurevia watched him with glazed eyes, her fingers scooping up his seed from her own body and the bed. He ignored her.

Once inside, he closed the door and ran a hot shower. Blazing hot. Some people liked bitingly cold showers to cool down or forget something. He liked hot.

The searing hot water couldn’t burn his skin. As a Bastion, he wasn’t entirely human anymore. But it remained hot enough to pummel him and make him feel it.

The things he had wanted to do with Nurevia… He hated those feelings.

Bastions were shaped by their Champions. A lot of his behaviors had been shaped by those he had spent the most time with. But he needed to remain in control these days. That meant making the right decision, not the one that resonated emotionally. Hurting Nurevia because she was an enemy would bring relief, but it was unnecessary.

He had made some very judicious decisions when he had first come to this world. Namely, when he had overwritten Sen and Sunstorm with their personalities from his world. He still didn’t know if he made the right choice.

But he made his own decisions now. He didn’t let others goad him into them.

After a long time, he turned off the water and stepped out.

Ciana stood there, holding a fluffy black towel. New clothes for him sat in the corner, neatly folded. She was fully clothed, but her eyes immediately shot to his crotch. Then she pouted and looked away.

“It gets smaller when I’m not having sex,” he said drily.

She jumped, her tail nearly doing a 360 degree spin. “That’s not…” She shrunk in on herself.

“It’s fine to talk about sexual things. You’ve seen what Fei and the others are like. But it’s your choice, Ciana. Who and what you do. Don’t let Fei pressure you into anything. I won’t, either,” he said.

He stepped forward to take the towel, but Ciana refused to let him do so.

“I’ll dry you off,” she said.

“You’re my Champion, not my servant,” he protested.

She glared at him. For a moment, the look on her face took him back to his past.

In his original world, Ciana had always been the one to sneak freshly pressed uniforms into his bathroom while he showered. Anytime she had the night or morning with him, she had always joined him in a bath.

“Fine,” he said. “But don’t make it a habit.”

“Didn’t you just say I can make my choices?” she said cheekily.

She stepped forward and dried him off. As expected from a young, horny woman, she got a little handsy at times. He didn’t bring it up. After all, he definitely appreciated the attention. He hadn’t been this close to Ciana so far. Her shyness had always kept her away from him.

“Nathan, I’m sorry,” she said suddenly, while drying off his back.

He paused, trying to work out why.

She continued before he could, “I haven’t been much help. This is… all so much.”

“No, it’s my fault. This is a bit much when you’re new. I shouldn’t have brought you—”

“No!” she squeaked, then froze. “You realized I didn’t want to be left alone. I’m so glad to be your Champion, Nathan, even though I haven’t done anything to deserve it. I just… I just don’t know how to help you. I never knew how to help Leopold.” She sniffed.

He turned around and ruffled her hair. “You help me by being with me, Ciana. Remember that. Focus on that. I accepted you as my Champion.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” he said.

She finished drying him off, and they joined the others.

But Nathan worried about her, probably as much as she worried about him. For now, he had a bigger problem to deal with.

“Seraph, we need to find a way to deal with Tharban’s nonsense,” Nathan said. “I’ll start with Astra, but we need to find a way to influence the council.”


Chapter 20




Astra had asked him to come at night. Nurevia’s meddling was dangerous, but Nathan knew how slowly the Council of Aurelia moved. Whatever chaos she had set in motion would take weeks or even months to play out.

Not even the end of the world had forced their hand. He could afford to wait.

“You say that, but didn’t they react quickly to the cascade?” Narime asked, after Nathan explained the reason for his patience.

“That’s because their authority was threatened.” He frowned. “I also suspect something else was happening. It felt planned.”

They sat in the common room. The storm had passed, but the weather remained overcast. The lighting was dull and dreary.

Nurevia had cleaned up and sulked on a sofa. Her gaze was planted firmly on Nathan’s crotch. He wondered if she was sulking over being detained or because he wasn’t railing her into the bed. Hard to say.

“Torneus is the one on trial, but you suspect he was setup,” Seraph said slowly. “By Falmir.”

The lazing dark elf raised an eyebrow at Nathan. “Oh? That’s quite the assumption. Did you come up with that yourself, little Nathan?”

“You’re still calling him little after what he did to you?” Narime remarked.

“He’s little, even if his cock isn’t.” Nurevia smirked.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Falmir’s activities aren’t as subtle as they think they are.”

“Uh huh. What’s your proof?” The dark elf stared at him, a triumphant expression on her face.

“You already know about what happened beneath Gharrick Pass when the Messenger attacked,” Nathan said. “If Torneus isn’t responsible for the cascade—and it’s reasonable to assume he isn’t, given his armies weren’t prepared for it—then it had to be someone with connections to the Council. That leaves us with kings and emperors.”

Nurevia clicked her tongue. “Maybe his armies weren’t ready because he wanted plausible deniability.”

“Sure. And maybe a duogem Champion from Falmir tried to kill Anna when she arrived in Aleich because Torneus hid a wireless hidden up his ass,” Nathan said.

The dark elf’s face paled, and she licked her lips. “How do you know that?”

“Because I do. Her Bastion is one Gareth Pike,” he said.

Nurevia’s eyes widened.

Nathan’s eyes narrowed in response. “Why do you know that name?”

“Uhhhhh…” she looked to one side. “Look, I already told you what I can. I’m not your Champion.” She paused and looked at him side on. “I could be…”

“Not now.” Nathan shook his head. “The risk of transferring you to my control so far away from a binding stone is immense. I can do it, but I’m not about to risk turning you into a mindless husk in the middle of the Spires. That’s a great way to get pancaked by Astra.”

“Right,” Nurevia said. “Goddess, and here I thought your balls were the size of mountains. I guess you do have a limit.”

“More to the point, the Council isn’t about to act rashly,” he said. “Nurevia can’t even leave this floor. Her influence is limited.”

“She has more than us,” Narime growled.

“That’s why I’ll talk to Astra tonight.” He stood up. “First, I need to acquire some alcohol. I doubt the guards will stop me if I go to their shops. Especially if one of you is with me.”

Narime joined him, and they entered one of the elevators. It worked using a ratcheted lever to control your destination floor. Nathan pushed it up, remembering the floor from memory. The fox whistled, her tails rubbing his back.

“Your memory remains excellent,” she purred.

“Gareth showed me this floor,” he said. “He always knew his way around the seedier side of the world. Most of the shops won’t sell to us, but there’s a black market luxury vendor who will trade in currency from other nations for the right price.”

“Gareth… You knew him?” Narime asked.

“He was my mentor of sorts. An older Bastion with extensive knowledge of the theory of magic. A lot of what I know is because of him.” Nathan sighed. “It feels fraudulent to pass off so much of what he learned and taught me as my own.”

“He was your friend, wasn’t he?”

“I would call him my best friend.” Nathan’s jaw tightened at the memory of how that friendship had ended. Of the tragedy that had been the fall of Trafaumh, and what had awaited him when he returned to Falmir.

Narime dropped the topic, and they rode the elevator in silence.

When they reached their destination, Nathan stared in surprise at the dozen armed guards waiting for them. Heavily armored soldiers raised their weapons the moment the door opened. The dark elves quivered in fear and remained stationary.

Nathan stepped forward, raising a hand to calm them.

“Return to your floor, human!” one of the dark elves shouted. “You have no place here.”

“I just need to—”

“Ambassador Sureev will summon you when the Council has time for you. Leave!” The soldier’s weapon rattled against his armor as he yelled.

Narime scowled and stepped forward. Every soldier stepped backward. Nathan spotted one in the back gesture to someone in the distance. Not good.

“Narime,” he said. “No.”

“But—”

Nathan pulled her back into the elevator without another word. The dark elves didn’t lower their weapons, even as the cage door closed in front of them. Nathan pulled the lever and ascended to Astra’s floor.

Same story there. He didn’t bother trying to step out. The guards didn’t yell at him, but they appeared to be just as terrified.

Nathan tried a few other stories. He couldn’t reach the highest stories without a special key that unlocked the full motion of the lever.

“Can’t you break into it?” Narime suggested.

“It’s not a mechanical lock. It needs a specific magical signature encoded into the key. I can’t crack that,” he explained.

“You cracked the binding stones.”

“No, I knew those in advance. I know the encryption codes to binding stones for the Empire, the Federation, Trafaumh, and Falmir,” Nathan explained. “I never learned the Spires or Arcadia because… Well, they never had binding stones to claim.”

They returned to their floor. Once there, Nathan searched for the dark elf servants and found that they had left. The stairs remained unlocked, but they were next to the elevators. Nathan didn’t want to go up dozens of flights of stairs just to encounter the same guards.

After questioning the human and beastkin servants and discovering nothing, Nathan returned to the common room.

“I take it that’s not normal,” Seraph said.

“Of course it’s fucking not,” Nurevia snapped, now sitting up straight. “What happened to those balls you rubbed over my face earlier? Did they shrink because you emptied them into me?”

“Use your head for five seconds, instead of your…” Nathan paused, unsure of how to finish the insult. He usually said this to men.

“Pussy,” Narime said flatly. “She’s thinking with her pussy, because apparently her brain melted at the sight of your cock.”

“Enough,” he snapped.

“She’s a bitch. I’m allowed to call her out on it,” Narime said.

“It’s not as fun when you call me that, compared to Nathan,” Nurevia replied.

“Then shut up.” The fox’s eyes glowed.

“Enough!” Nathan roared.

The women stopped their catfight. Nathan sighed.

“Look, whatever is happening, we need to be careful,” Nathan said. “It’s easy to get excited.”

“You can say that again. Your ambassador is missing, right? That smells fishy,” Nurevia said.

“Exactly my point. I was invited to the Spires, allowed to bring as many Champions as I liked, given no schedule, and now I’m antagonized by guards whenever I try to go somewhere.” Nathan raised an eyebrow. “The natural response is to assume that this is a trap, or that a coup has happened. Especially now that I know you’re up to something for Tharban.”

“So we beat some guards up, talk to Sureev, and find out the truth,” Fei chirped, shooting to her feet with a very generous bounce of her chest.

“Ah, yes. The ‘cause a huge international incident’ plan. I’m sure that will help the alliance between the Empire and the Spires,” Seraph said drily.

The others froze, then looked at her.

Narime scowled. “I hate to admit it, but she’s right. Nathan already realized it. This is why the guards are antagonizing us. If we attack them, then we look like criminals. We’re guests here. If visiting Champions assault weak guards, Tharban’s allies will have the political ammunition to cut off support for the Houkeem Desert.”

“Huh. So that was their plan. I’d wondered why they kept delaying,” Nurevia said. “I didn’t think your guy was in on it, though.”

“He might not be, but he’s only an ambassador. Opposing any of the political factions could destroy his career,” Nathan said. “With that said, we still need to be sure of that. He’s connected to everyone that could be involved in this due to his position.”

Narime and Seraph stared at him.

“What?” he said defensively.

“You realize this is why both Alice and Anna want to marry you, right?” Narime said flatly. “You keep denying your calling, but you’re very good at this. You’re not a naive little Bastion anymore.”

“Anymore?” Nurevia said. “He’s been a Bastion for less than two years.”

“So, what do we do?” Ciana asked, her horse ears pricked up.

All eyes turned to Nathan.

He shrugged. “We wait.”

Night fell. Nathan successfully badgered the servants to scavenge up as much alcohol as they could. It was cheap stuff—the dark elves called it vodka, and nobody else drank the awful stuff. Nathan remembered awful nights full of terrible dreams after Gareth or Vala forced him to stay up late drinking the garbage with them.

This stuff was especially bad. Nathan felt he could strip the paint off walls with it. Despite his concerns with using magic, he meddled with a few of the bottles, using what little life magic he knew. He still couldn’t make something good, but he somehow managed to make the vodka less awful.

Presumably, his life magic had made it blander. And bland vodka was better than garbage vodka.

Speaking of life magic, Nathan noticed that the black door was missing in the Spires. He had taken it for granted that Kadria was following him everywhere lately. She had followed him to Aleich and to Tartus. For whatever reason, she avoided the Spires.

Although he did suspect he could forcibly open a door to her if he tried. The connection to her and the world of the Twins was mental. There must be a way to create it on his end, right?

With night came a missed appointment. Nathan drank lightly, especially given the strength of this awful shit. Ciana and Fei had passed out already, underestimating the alcohol. Narime curled up next to Nathan’s feet like a cat, half-awake in her drunken stupor, and he stroked her ears while she purred.

On the far side of the common room, Nurevia and Seraph debated over some nonsense regarding clothing. Nathan tuned them out pretty early, although he heard some odd statements about whether underwear was necessary on a battlefield.

Footsteps approached down the hall and Nathan looked over. A grumpy Astra glared at him, her cape missing. She pointed a finger at him.

“You forgot,” she accused him.

“Did you miss the guards outside the elevator?” he asked.

Astra tilted her head. After a moment, her anger evaporated, and she took a seat on a nearby sofa. She poured a generous helping of vodka, added some ice, and drank a slurp straight.

He forgot she did that. Most people squeezed in a fruit to flavor the vodka, given how awful it tended to be.

“What?” she asked, tilting her head. She looked between their glasses, which were both straight vodka with ice. “Same as yours.”

“I mean, it is. But nobody else is drinking it straight. Even Nurevia flavored it,” he said.

“Weak.”

He shook his head, but smiled anyway. Narime purred from the movement of his legs, and he tickled her ears.

“Guards,” Astra said, changing the subject. “There were too many. For you?”

“Yes. They wouldn’t let me leave this floor. I think it’s a trap. If I force my way through, they’ll use it against the Empire,” Nathan explained.

“Ignore them,” she said.

“Then they’ll stab me.”

Astra tilted her head. “Defend yourself.”

He stared at her. She had the decency to blush in embarrassment.

“Ah,” the trigem Champion uttered. She downed her vodka and poured more.

Her alcohol capacity was ridiculous. Nathan knew from experience. He suspected it had something to do with her eternal life, but she could chug a bottle of spirits and not even seem tipsy. She might have done that in front of Nathan once.

Not that he would ever admit that to anyone. The Astra who had forced him to keep that secret might be dead, but he somehow suspected this one would happily enforce his promise.

“Why?” she asked.

“Nurevia is helping Tharban to damage the alliance with the Empire,” Nathan said. “He wants the Spires to pull out of the Houkeem Desert.”

The dark elf in question froze, as she overheard what Nathan said.

Slowly, Astra lowered her glass to the table. She stood up.

Nurevia leaped to her feet and tried to run. She didn’t make it far before Astra caught her. The scream echoed through the entire floor.

Astra returned with bloody hands.

“You didn’t kill her, right?” Nathan asked. He hadn’t felt Nurevia’s gems activate.

“No. But she needed a lesson. I’ll extract my full price later.” Astra’s smile was cruel, and a reminder of her desire to beat things to a pulp.

Nathan coughed. “She’s not the problem right now. The Council is.”

“No, it’s not,” Astra said. “My Bastion is.”
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Nathan froze. His mind raced as he processed what he had heard.

Astra’s Bastion was his problem? Her green eyes bore into him, their edges curving slightly as she smiled.

Nobody else reacted to her words. Narime dozed in her drunken haze, while Seraph checked on the sleeping beastkin. If Astra’s words had reached either of them, they didn’t show it.

Nathan knew Astra. Not extremely well, but he thought he could trust her. Was that a mistake? If her Bastion was working against the Spires, she shouldn’t be loyal to him.

But then again, Nathan didn’t know that for sure. By the time he had gotten to know Astra in his world, the current dark elf Bastions had been replaced several times. Too many cascades had rippled through the Spires during the invasions of the Empire and the Federation.

For all Nathan knew, Astra trusted her current Bastion more than him.

Which meant Nathan needed an escape plan. Right now, Astra didn’t seem hostile, but if that changed…

The moment he thought that, Astra’s eyes lit up. “Yes, like that. That’s a good face. Your eyes are strong. Nobody looks at me like you.”

Before he could say anything, one of her opals lit up.

Nathan reacted instantly. He hurled his glass at her while flipping backward over his chair. Astra’s hand obliterated the glass, splashing vodka all over her arm. The glass fragments seemed to skate over her skin.

She blurred forward despite that, one opal still glowing. Nathan reached for his magic. He dropped into his mental world to give himself time to think.

Even with the time dilation, Astra still moved. Not fast, but Nathan saw her body shift in an otherwise frozen world. Her powers were terrifying.

“Fucking hell,” he swore mentally.

This wasn’t what he needed. Or what he could handle. Within his mental world, his gaze lingered on the fat, creepy tendril that belonged to the Twins.

Was now the time to reach for their help? Supposedly, they were mentally connected to him. He suspected he could reach for Maura’s help and…

Do what? The Twins were being nice to him because they couldn’t attack him. What use would they be against a trigem Champion? Unlike everybody else in the world, Astra was experienced at battling Messengers.

Nathan needed to handle her alone. Not that he knew why she was attacking him. She had switched from friendly to hostile in an instant.

Then again, he was dealing with Astra. She loved battle. Maybe this was a test.

Or maybe she wanted to rip his head off in order to help her Bastion. Nathan couldn’t assume anything.

Astra slowly grew closer, her eyes practically glowing with glee.

Her opals held immense power. The one she had activated granted her increased speed and strength, on top of her strength enhancement. Astra bench pressed entire castles and punched holes through magical barriers. Dodging her was the highest priority.

The real problem was Astra’s trigem ability. Fighting back against her was meaningless. Nathan might have bothered if he were close to a binding stone, but not here.

Nathan only had one viable weapon against her: ascended magic. He cast it faster than the natural elements, and it might work against Astra. Mental magic was out. He liked Astra and didn’t know if this was a genuine fight.

That left one option.

Time resumed. Nathan quickly summoned his power and cast a spell. A golden triangle appeared over his back.

Astra touched the chair and sent it hurtling across the room, where it exploded into a million tiny fragments upon impact with the stone wall. A moment later, her fist soared toward Nathan’s head. He saw death.

His spell finished an instant before he felt death.

The room shifted forward for a moment. To Nathan, it looked like one of those optical illusions where what you’re seeing is stretching away from you, but it’s really right in front of you.

He imagined Astra saw it differently—to her, Nathan had teleported backward and the room in front of her had extended with him. Nathan had used spatial magic to extend the space he stood on back a few dozen feet.

Then the spell finished and Nathan appeared on the opposite side of the room. The strange visual effect vanished.

Astra stared at him, fist hovering in midair. Her opal stopped glowing. Her green eyes wavered in shock.

He instantly started casting a supercharged fourth rank spell and two golden squares appeared over his hands. This was a spatial ward, as he knew what Astra’s follow-up would be. As powerful as she was, she was at least predictable.

“Nathan!” Seraph shouted.

“Seraph, don’t,” he snapped in response.

The duogem Champion charged Astra despite his warning. Her arm snapped out and sent a wave of energy toward the dark elf. All of them had been disarmed here, so they lacked weapons.

The energy wave passed through Astra without even ruffling her clothes. All three of her opals lit up for an instant as the wave struck her.

Astra let out a huff. “Don’t care about you.”

She backhanded the air between her and Seraph. Two of her opals lit up.

Seraph didn’t have a moment to react. Something slammed into her chest, and she flew across the room. The impact was weaker than the blow against the chair, so she at least didn’t explode upon impact with a wall. Instead, she tumbled across the floor, gripping her chest. Her jade gems lit up as her regeneration magic kicked in.

On the ground, Narime stirred from her stupor. Her ears flicked as she tried to take in what was happening.

“Sleep,” Astra said.

She then gripped the air with one hand. Narime yelped as the front of her robes bunched up. When Astra raised her arm, Narime hovered, her tails flailing around in the air. The fox then flew onto one of the distant sofas with a crash and a scream.

This was Astra’s duogem ability. She could project her body using magic. Her insane strength was maintained. With a weapon, she could cut down an entire row of demons with a single slash or pierce someone’s heart from a hundred feet away. Ordinarily, she used her bare hands with similarly devastating effects.

Nathan finished his ward. Unfortunately, he didn’t know what to do next. In the nearby corridor, he heard Nurevia stir. Neither Fei nor Ciana had awakened, which Nathan felt thankful for.

Astra did know what to do next, however. She smirked at him.

“Is that it?” she asked. “Where is your power?”

Her hand reached for him. Two of her opals glowed. She clenched her fist.

The space in front of Nathan compressed. Magic crackled in the air around him as his ward strained against Astra’s raw power and strength. She physically crushed the ward, as if it were a pane of glass. His view of the world through it distorted.

This was new. Nathan didn’t know she could do this. He knew her ability involved spatial distortion of some form, but he hadn’t known how.

Astra tilted her head in amazement. She raised her other hand and made a tearing motion. Space warped again, but the ward held. Nathan felt immense magic build up in the world around him. If she kept this up, she’d break through eventually.

But he felt good that he had cast a ward that kept Astra out. A smile crossed his face.

She saw it and narrowed her eyes. “Are you even human?” she growled out.

Damn. That was not the response he wanted from her. He needed a plan to deal with her.

No, he needed a plan to escape. Narime got up from where she had been thrown aside. She appeared mostly unharmed, if still drunk.

It would be difficult, but Nathan knew that the fox was his best bet to escape. She knew teleportation magic. Fighting Astra was pointless, especially with most of his Champions incapacitated.

If he had gone to meet her, would she have killed him once he was alone with her and suitably drunk? Then again, she hadn’t waited for him to be drunk now.

“What the fuck is this?” Nurevia yelled as she stumbled back into the common room. Blood streamed from her mouth and squashed nose.

“Fuck off,” Astra said, her eyes flicking to Nurevia for a second.

“No, I don’t think so. He’s mine,” Nurevia said, her purple eyes narrowing.

Then her hand slipped into her vest and withdrew a thin steel throwing knife.

“You shouldn’t have that,” Nathan said. He began to cast a spell in order to cross the room to reach Narime.

“I shouldn’t be here at all, or be getting beaten up by this dumb bitch,” Nurevia said.

Her amethysts glowed. A moment later, the throwing knife glowed in sympathy, shimmering with an eerie purple light. Then it blurred across the room at Astra, who was still preoccupied with Nathan’s ward.

The dagger slammed into Astra’s face point-first.

Then it exploded into a thousand pieces without even scratching her. The purple light vanished. All three of Astra’s opals glowed briefly.

“Really?” Nurevia growled. “Even after all these years?”

“So young,” Astra said. She continued to strain with effort. Her eyes glared at Nathan and a pout crossed her face. “Fight me.”

“Yes, I’ll fight the trigem Champion who is functionally immortal,” Nathan drawled. He shook his head and laughed. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

Astra stopped trying to rip the world open and lowered her arms. Her pout vanished. In its place, the smile from earlier returned.

“You know how my gems work?” she asked, almost purring.

“What?” Nurevia whispered.

“Your trigem ability prevents the state of your body from changing. You can’t age. Weapons can’t cut you. Magic flows around your body harmlessly,” he explained. “It’s easily the most powerful trigem ability I’ve ever heard of.”

Astra tilted her head to one side while the other dark elf stared at him with an open mouth. Nurevia looked between both of them in shock.

“Is that true?” she asked Astra.

“Yes,” the immortal said. “Omria gifted it to me.”

Nathan blinked. He hadn’t known that part.

“Really?” he asked, scratching his head. “I thought Omria ignored the dark elves.”

“She did.” Astra smiled. “But why assume I lied?”

Her smile turned devilish, but her opals didn’t glow. She walked back to the sofa she had been sitting on, poured more vodka, and sat back down.

Nathan stared at her. “Was that it?”

“No. But you won’t fight. So we talk.” She shrugged. “Sit. Drink. Answer me, I answer you.”

“That was almost a real sentence,” he remarked.

She glared at him. Despite her anger, he didn’t join her for a drink.

“I know you want to talk, but I’m focused on business,” he said. “You said your Bastion was the threat. Which one do you serve?”

“Does it matter?” Seraph asked as she joined him. Her regeneration ability had healed her injury already. “We can’t trust someone who attacks us for no reason.”

Nathan stared at Seraph with a raised eyebrow.

“You threatened me before forgiving me,” she whined. “Where is the whole ‘betray me and I will rip off your head’ speech?”

“Can I hear that?” Astra asked, eyes bright.

“Yeah, that sounds hot,” Nurevia said.

“Oh my goddess,” Narime groaned as she joined them and sat in one of the surviving chairs. “What is wrong with all of you?”

“It’s not my fault you’re not into the fun stuff.” Nurevia made a whipping motion.

“Too tame,” Astra said.

“Uhhh.” Nurevia raised her hands and stepped away from Astra. “I kind of want to agree, but your definition of ‘tame’ is my idea of exciting. You’re probably the only woman who would ask for Nathan to be bigger.”

Astra’s eyes latched onto his crotch.

Realizing that everybody had lost sight of their objective, despite his intention to focus on business, Nathan seized control of the conversation.

“There are three Bastions in the Spires,” he explained. “Two of them share control of the binding stone in the nearby mountains. One of them protects the portal full time and the other the city. The third Bastion protects the portal and binding stone in the valley itself, outside the city. Which Bastion is rebelling?”

Astra shrugged. “The one protecting the Council. He controls the guards. Only he can do this.”

Something felt wrong. “Do you even care about him?”

“No. I’ve killed many traitorous Bastions. I will forget his face quickly.”

Cold.

“Then why attack me?” Nathan asked.

Astra smirked. “Are you a Messenger?”

A chill ran down his spine. Her eyes pierced him, and he somehow knew that she was onto his secrets. But how?

“No.”

“You use their magic.”

Nathan kept his cool, but her words alarmed him.

Seraph intervened this time, moments before Narime could, “Ascended magic is used by more than just Messengers. Narime can use it.”

Astra dismissed that argument with a glance and a roll of her eyes.

“That’s not an argument,” Narime growled.

“I’ve met Omria,” the dark elf said. “Slain Messengers. Met every race on Doumahr. I know magic.” She pointed at Nathan. “Your magic feels like a Messenger. Like Omria.”

Like…

“Omria?” he blurted out. “Isn’t that heresy?”

“I am no believer.” Astra shrugged. “Her magic is like a hurricane. A Messenger is a storm. You are a rain cloud. But you are the same.”

Nathan didn’t know how to process this. The news that Omria had some connection to Messengers was overwhelming to him. What little faith he had left was crumbling, especially given what he was learning about how Messengers worked and who was behind them.

Who even was the Watcher Omria?

“Whatever the case, I’m not a Messenger,” he ground out, ignoring the whirlpool of emotions within him. “I’m fighting to stop Doumahr from being destroyed by them and whoever is sending them here. Trust me.”

Astra’s eyes widened, while everybody else nodded in response to Nathan’s words.

“I see,” the trigem Champion said. “Let us talk more.”

“No,” he said. “We can talk later. There’s potentially a coup taking place. I need to make preparations. Will you help us?”

Astra pouted. “Do you promise me?”

“Promise what?”

She gulped, then looked as if she was concentrating really hard. Nathan knew what came next. Astra only looked like this when she was about to say a really long sentence. For whatever reason, she hated speaking properly.

“Promise me that you will tell me why you look at me like that,” she said, staring at him with a gaze filled with longing.

Another chill ran down his spine.

He didn’t need to ask what she meant. Nathan knew damn well what she was referring to.

After all, he had felt her die in his original world. He knew her, at least a little.

“Fine,” he said.

Astra nodded, then downed her vodka. She stood up.

“We’re not going now,” he said, then gestured to the sleeping beastkin. They still hadn’t woken up. “But we need to make preparations. I need to talk to Sureev.”

“I will find him,” Astra said.

“And then what?” Seraph asked. “Nothing’s changed from earlier.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. We have Astra now. If she joins in, we’ll have the backing of the legendary trigem Champion of the Spires.” He grinned. “That means we can safely crack some heads.”


Chapter 22




After Astra left, it fell to Nathan to encourage his sullen Champions. Being effortlessly tossed aside by Astra crushed their spirits. The two who had slept through the fight were especially distraught.

Even Nurevia felt frustrated. She wasn’t one of Nathan’s Champions, but he felt close enough to her from his world to care about her.

“Immortality,” Nurevia said, running a hand through her long lavender hair. “No wonder she talks so much crap about how young we all are.” Her eyes snapped to Nathan. “You seem to know everything. How old is she?”

“Not as old as you’re probably thinking,” he said with a smile. “She doesn’t know about a lot of what is written in the records. She’s vague about dates, but I’m certain she can’t be older than six or seven hundred years old.”

“That makes her the oldest person on Doumahr, Nathan,” Seraph observed with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah, that’s, uh, older than I thought.” Nurevia scowled. “And how the fuck can you say what she does and doesn’t know?”

Everybody smirked at Nathan—except Nurevia, whose scowl intensified as she realized she wasn’t in on the joke.

“Whatever,” the dark elf said.

“The difference is one of magnitude,” Nathan said. “The Anfang Empire is thousands of years old. By contrast, Omria vanished only four hundred or so years ago, causing Falmir and Trafaumh to split off. And before that, something happened between her and the First Peoples to create this place.” He gestured at the surrounding Spire.

“Don’t call them that. You make those pompous pricks sound like they’re worthy of respect,” Nurevia whined.

“Should I call them winged elves instead? Isn’t that what you call them in your language?” Nathan asked.

She blinked at him. Then she stared at the other Champions while pointing a finger at him. “Do you ever get used to this? Just asking.”

“Not really. You slowly get accustomed to it, then he brings up something really crazy and you’re back to square one,” Narime said.

“It’s great!” Fei chirped, bouncing on the balls of her feet. Nathan wasn’t sure the alcohol had worn off on her yet.

Midnight approached while Astra was missing. The servants prepared some hangover cures for Ciana and Fei. Seraph practically poured one down the catgirl’s throat, as Fei hissed and fought like a cornered wildcat.

No Champions or guards showed up to investigate the fight. Nathan knew others must have sensed the fight. Too much magic had been used. Astra’s involvement likely scared them off, or something else was in the works.

Ciana rested next to him, her legs shuffling nervously. The others patrolled the floor, while Nathan used spatial magic to investigate his surroundings. Now that he had been detected, he didn’t bother trying to hide. Ensuring that he knew what was going on was the top priority.

The powerful wards of the Spires interfered with his magic. Nathan knew very little about the Spires, given their age. He was surprised at how their intrinsic wards interfered with his spatial detection spell. The effects were subtle, but he had enough experience to recognize them.

The wards gave him false readings, which changed when he poked at them. Determining reality became difficult.

Would Narime realize this with her spells? Had she ever known this in his world, when she had used her spells to investigate the Spires? Questions for later.

“I’m sorry,” Ciana mumbled.

Nathan looked up, his concentration broken.

“For what?” he asked.

“I couldn’t help again.” She stared at the floor, eyes wide and shimmering with tears.

“Ciana, I already told you—”

“That doesn’t matter. I was sleeping this time. I should have…” A hiccup interrupted her.

He ran a hand over her cheek. As if he had broken through an intangible barrier, Ciana turned and threw her arms around him. He winced at the crushing grip compressing his rib cage.

Luckily, Ciana’s enhancements weren’t for strength. She was strong, but Nathan slept with a rowdy Fei on a regular basis. This was nothing.

His hands ran through her hair and tail. He murmured soothing words to her while she sobbed into his chest. Nothing sensible left her mouth. Slowly, she recovered.

Despite that, she remained in his arms.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated.

He knew what this apology was for.

“Don’t. I’m your Bastion. It’s my duty to support you.”

She giggled. “Isn’t it the other way around? I’m supposed to protect you. Shouldn’t I be your shield to protect you from the world? To fight off attackers like Astra and conspiracies like this? I…”

Her head buried itself in his chest again.

“I took too long to see Leopold’s pain. He kept so much from me. Protected me while he raised me like a daughter,” Ciana said, her voice muffled as it rumbled against his body. “When I saw what happened to him after the cascade, all I could think of was whether this would happen to you.”

Nathan listened quietly. He rubbed circles over her back.

She continued, “I’m weak. Leopold trained me, but he wanted me to replace him. To become the first beastkin Bastion in the Empire. But I… I threw it away, because I was so scared. You and Leopold fought the Messenger together, and he nearly died. Then you invaded the Federation alone. Could I really protect you if I became a Bastion? Would I ever be happy like that?”

Finally, Ciana looked up at Nathan, her horse ears flat against her head. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this before I became your Champion. I told Leopold, and he understood but…” she trailed off.

Nathan chuckled and rubbed her cheek with one hand. She squawked with indignation when he pressed his thumb into it.

“But you were worried I’d try to convince you otherwise? I don’t know why you care so much about me, Ciana, but I’m honored you do,” he said. “Nothing has changed.”

She blushed. “It’s difficult to say why. Leopold thinks it’s because I’m a unicorn beastkin. But what I remember in those weeks we were together was how open you were. You treated me like an equal, even though I’m not. That’s why the letters hurt. You cut me out from the war. I thought you hated me, but everything else was the same. Any question I asked, you would have answers for that others patronized me about.”

Letting out a deep breath, Nathan gently held Ciana at arm’s length. “I guess I should apologize then. The letters hurt you more than I expected. I left out the war, because I didn’t want to talk to you about something you had no control over and…” He paused and a lump formed in his throat.

A sad smile crossed her face. “It’s because I died, isn’t it? In your timeline?”

He closed his eyes. “Yes. It’s not something I can forget.”

“But I’m here, Nathan. I’m not dead. And I’m going to be your shield.” Her arms dug into his back, and she grinned up at him. “Don’t forget that when you give me my diamond gem.”

“Astra’s back,” Fei called out, interrupting them. She stared at the two of them together, her cheeks puffing up in jealousy.

Nathan stood up before the catgirl did anything foolish, motioning for her to calm down. As he walked away, he knew he heard Ciana say something more.

“You won’t need to do those sorts of things anymore,” Ciana mumbled to herself, eyes hard.

He glanced back at her, but she merely smiled back.

The arrival of Astra shifted his attention to the situation at hand. Sureev was with her, dressed as impeccably as ever. Bags drooped under his eyes, but he appeared to be alert.

“I think some of that vodka would be good,” the ambassador said, making a beeline for the abandoned bottles and glasses. After the earlier incident, they had been set aside.

Nathan and Astra joined him around the coffee table. The common room was enormous, so there were plenty of tables and sofas to use. Sureev raised an eyebrow at the wreckage from earlier, but said nothing. Instead, he served up three glasses. Nathan stopped him from pouring any more.

“Did you spend an hour dressing, or is something going on?” Nathan asked. He drank very slowly.

“Both.” Sureev chuckled. “It has been a very long couple of days. I’m not used to being in the Council chambers for so long.”

Nathan straightened up. “Are you going to elaborate, or…?”

After a long sip of his vodka, Sureev did so. “Both portals are currently under attack. A terribly unstable situation. The Bastions are requesting that we withdraw all our forces to the Spires in order to reinforce our homeland. Until the invasions end, they have also placed the Council—and therefore the entire Jormun Spire—under a protective lockdown.”

Astra shrugged when Nathan gave her a questioning gaze. “Don’t know.”

“This has been the case for days?” he confirmed.

Sureev nodded.

“Must be one hell of an invasion.” Nathan shook his head.

“You don’t need a lifetime of political experience to understand they are lying. Fortunately, I have that, and I can tell you this is more than a lie.” Sureev drained his glass and poured another. “The Bastions are pressing the Council to make an immediate decision. This will irreparably harm relations with the Empire—to say nothing of the dangers of the Houkeem Desert—so I’ve been arguing your case for hours on end sometimes.”

“Why the rush? Doesn’t the Council usually take weeks or months to make decisions?” Nathan asked.

“Usually. This matter was shelved before you arrived, in order for Torneus’s trial to take place. But you’ve scared them. Perhaps somebody knows something.” Sureev glared at Nurevia.

She raised her hands. “I don’t know anything about this crap.”

To Nathan, it didn’t matter. This confirmed his worst fear: a military coup in the Spires.

Something occurred to him.

“They’re all backing one another? The Bastions, I mean,” Nathan asked.

“Yes. That is the concerning part. They’ve been under suspicion since the cascade, as only they and the Council members have the ability to close the portals,” Sureev explained.

Nathan nodded. He knew about the failsafes in the Spires. The ancient technology of this place was linked to the nearby portals, among other things. Ordinary people could control the demonic portals.

For now, it was the only place in the world where this could be done. The secrets of the dark elves helped Falmir immensely in their magical science developments. Nathan planned to recreate many of those with the help of the Empire’s mages.

“The Council,” Astra asked, leaning forward. “Their thoughts?”

Sureev scowled. “They’re playing their cards close to their chest. It’s smart. If one of them is working with the Bastions, or a traitor, then they can eliminate the other councillors and declare them as the cause of the cascade.”

Devious.

“Somebody has to know something,” Nathan said.

“The best source was about to go on trial,” Sureev pointed out.

“True. And that trial hasn’t started yet. Talking to him is a good idea.”

“I’ll try to get you access once we resolve this situation.” The ambassador finished his second glass, but didn’t pour a third.

Nathan nodded. He wasn’t sure if Torneus would be of help after this matter was dealt with, but answers were always nice.

“The Council needs to delay long enough for either the general public or our legend to intervene.” The ambassador inclined his head at Astra. “I suspect this is why the Bastions have moved so fast. They are worried that you might stop them.” He stared at Nathan.

Ciana suddenly piped up, “But can’t they control Astra? I know Bastions have ways to keep Champions in line.”

“Not here,” Astra growled.

Sureev frowned, then his expression turned thunderous. “You’re speaking of heresy.”

“To your race, yes. The rest of the world weaponizes their Champions more…” Nathan shifted uncomfortably. “More thoroughly. If a Champion rebels, a Bastion can overload her gems and shut them down, or they can pump binding stone power through their mental link and kill them.”

Everybody stared at him. Including Seraph, for once.

“You know how to do that?” Seraph asked him.

For once, he had a good excuse. “It’s part of the academy’s training.” His tone was flat. “I don’t expect to need it.”

She let out a breath, and he didn’t miss the way her expression lightened.

“So, we don’t need to worry about Astra,” Ciana said.

“No.” Astra’s gaze was hard.

The atmosphere slowly settled. The clock ticked past midnight.

“Are they still up there?” Nathan asked.

“They should be,” Sureev said.

“You said we’d crack heads,” Seraph said. “Is that your plan?”

Nathan opened his mouth to reply, but Astra stood up instead.

“It’s mine,” she declared. “He’s up there.”

With those words, she strode off.

Everybody stared after her. Sureev and Nathan looked at each other.

Cursing, Nathan finally realized what Astra likely planned to do. “Narime, stay down here and protect Sureev and Ciana.”

“What? Why?” she asked, tails rising.

“Because you can teleport,” he shouted as he ran after Astra with his Champions.

He caught Astra at the elevator. She held the door open, and they rushed in. Once inside, she slotted in a key, turned it, then shoved the lever all the way to the top. The cage door ratcheted shut.

Then the elevator began to rise.

Nobody said a word.

“This is political,” Nathan said, looking down at Astra.

“Traitor,” she replied.

Everybody else stiffened. He rolled his eyes.

“Use more words,” he reminded Astra.

“He’s a traitor,” Astra corrected.

The others relaxed.

“Are you really going to kill him?” Nurevia asked. “I mean, it’ll be hilarious, but it seems like a really dumb idea.”

“I am Astra. I protect the Spires.” The trigem Champion’s eyes reflected nothing of the outside world.

Nathan felt a shudder down his spine. Astra looked up at him and grimaced.

“Even now,” she said. “You see death.”

“What?”

“My death. You see it,” she said. “In your eyes.”

Is that why she kept talking about his eyes? He didn’t quite follow.

“We’ll talk after this,” he said.

“Good.”

The others stared at him. Nurevia appeared to want to strangle him. She knew nothing about his secrets, and it infuriated her.

When they arrived at the top, a mass of guards greeted them. A pair of monogem Champions stood guard. They raised their weapons and their amethysts glowed.

Then Astra stepped out and they froze.

“Leave,” she snapped.

Nobody moved.

Astra’s opals glowed. She raised her hands.

Weapons clattered on the ground. Guards sprinted in every direction. The Champions held their ground.

Or at least, they did for a few seconds. One fainted, collapsing to the ground. The other refused to move. Fei pushed her over when they passed, giggling as she did so.

“Don’t be mean,” Seraph said. “That could be us.”

Fei tilted her head. “Is she that strong?”

“If she wanted to, she could have splattered me against the wall.” Seraph made an exploding motion with her hands.

Fei’s eyes widened in terror. She clung onto Nathan’s jacket as they strode up the final steps to the Council chambers.

Guards fled as they approached. Champions and hunters retreated, gesturing to each other.

Nathan wondered how many dark elves he would have had to kill if he didn’t have Astra with him.

Too many.

Also, he knew there was no invasion taking place. Half the Champions in the Spires were here. Someone expected an invasion, but it wasn’t of demons. Given they weren’t fighting Astra, who did they expect to attack?

“You, probably,” Seraph said. “You might have missed it, but you kind of terrify people.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Yes. At least, the intelligent ones. A few old friends have asked me about you.”

That wasn’t the reputation that Nathan had wanted to build. Or the one he thought he had built.

Maybe he needed to spend less time in his castles, surrounded by fawning beastkin. For that matter, he wondered what they really thought of him. He only saw those that liked him. How many feared him, or hated him?

They reached the ramps that led to the chambers. The floor turned to a dark slate. Memories assaulted Nathan of past visits.

This time, he wasn’t visiting the Council to beg for their assistance or ask them to abandon their home.

He stepped forward, Astra next to him.

Voices echoed off the sandstone walls. Marble balconies sat high on the tall walls. A deep chill set into his bones as the cool outside air met his skin. The council chamber faced an open void on one end. Anybody who fell from it plummeted to certain death. Maybe Astra could survive it, but nobody else could.

Over two dozen Champions stood around the edges of the chamber. On the balconies sat the five elected councillors of Aurelia. Each sat on an ostentatious throne and wore enough piercings and jewelry to fill an entire store. Armored guards stood next to them instead of Champions. Nathan suspected those guards were trained spellblades or mages.

In the center stood a spindly man with wiry hair. He ignored Nathan and continued to argue with the Council in the dark elf tongue. Nathan didn’t understand his words well enough to follow his rapid fire talking.

As it turned out, it didn’t matter.

Astra walked forward. A pair of hunters tried to block her path. Astra’s opals flared, but the hunters didn’t move. So she sent them sprawling across the chamber.

Silence fell.

All eyes fell on Astra.

“Traitor,” Astra said, pointing at the man in the chamber.

Then she popped her Bastion’s head like a ripe melon.
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The dark elf Bastion’s body collapsed, the remains of his head splashing all over the stone floor. Everyone in the chamber stood frozen.

A subtle web of magic expanded from his corpse. Dozens of threads of magic snapped into existence, connecting the body to the Champions that once belonged to it. One of those extended to Astra. Nathan felt the ghost connection form between Bastion and Champion for one last time. He saw the shocked expressions cross the faces of many women in the room.

Then those threads shattered. For an instant, a hole formed in Nathan’s magical senses, as if magic had been sucked out of the world. Then he felt nothing.

The Champions reached for their gems in a panic. They flailed about with their arms, some shouting nonsense. A couple cast ordinary spells, but seemed disappointed at the results. None of their gems lit up.

With the death of their Bastion, their powers as Champions were lost. They could be reactivated, but it was far more difficult process than simply transferring a Champion to a new Bastion. Right now, they were the closest to human that a Champion ever became.

Astra stood perfectly still, her hands still outstretched from where she had pressed them together in the air. Her opals had dulled.

Up on the balconies, the Council members formed grim expressions. Some pressed their hands into their faces. Their guards closed ranks around them, wary.

A moment later, Nathan realized why.

“Now!” one of the dark elf Champions shouted. Her single amethyst lit up.

Nathan cursed. Not every Champion relied on this Bastion.

Eight dark elf Champions charged them, although only two were duogems. All of them had typical gems: amethysts, garnets, sapphires, and the like.

“Protect Astra,” he snapped, glowing triangles snapping into existence over his arms.

His Champions still lacked weapons, but they didn’t need them. He trusted in the abilities of his girls, over the raw quantity that the Spires churned out.

Fei’s body wreathed itself in flame as she darted forward. A reedy monogem dark elf screamed in fear as the flaming catgirl tackled her. Nathan wouldn’t need to worry about that fight.

In front of him, Seraph nearly blinked forward as she blasted out energy waves with her hands. The clothes and weapons of the closest monogem nearly disintegrated, and she stumbled in fear. Behind her, a duogem went for the throat. Seraph received the blade through her arm, before kicking the Champion away.

“Nurevia, catch,” Seraph said as she plucked the short sword from her arm and tossed it to Nurevia.

“Ta,” Nurevia said with a grin.

She twirled, caught the sword, and her amethysts glowed.

The monogem charging Nurevia hesitated, and it saved her life. Nurevia’s sword only vaporized the monogem’s hand when it slammed into the hilt of her scimitar. Before the monogem could even let out a scream, Nurevia kicked her into a disempowered Champion. Another Champion stepped up, her single diamond gleaming as she took on a far more powerful enemy.

Nathan stepped in front of Astra as a monogem sapphire darted in. Her gem glowed right as she jabbed with her sword. Nathan rolled his eyes and blasted her in the knees with blades of wind. The blast bowled her over. She screamed as she tumbled end over end, blood streaming from her legs, right down the ramp out of the chamber.

That left two Champions they hadn’t covered. Nathan prepared a spatial spell to handle one, but he needed help with the other.

Too late, he realized.

Astra hadn’t moved an inch, other than lowering her arms. She stared at the duogem sapphire charging at her.

Magic roared through Nathan’s body. He prepared to step in and try to save her. Then he stopped.

Astra’s opals were glowing.

The saber of the attacking Champion turned into a blur as both sapphires glowed. Some sort of rapid-attacking ability, Nathan guessed. Several blows streaked into Astra’s body at once, faster than Nathan’s eyes followed.

When the ability stopped, the saber disintegrated into dust. The Champion stared at the hilt of her broken weapon.

Astra broke her jaw a second later. The blow appeared weaker than normal, given the duogem attacker remained standing. Normally, that would have knocked her head clean off. Astra’s opals didn’t glow during the attack.

The other Champion froze at the sight and pointed at Astra in fear. “How? He’s dead! You should be powerless. Monster!”

Astra turned to face her accuser, fire in her eyes. She grinned and cracked her neck. When she took a step forward, the attacking Champion took a step backward. As did almost every dark elf in the room who wasn’t in the middle of combat.

Nathan stared at Astra. He genuinely didn’t know how her immortality worked, he realized. It was definitely a gem ability. That was why her opals had lit up. And he had felt Astra lose her connection to her Bastion.

Had Omria truly gifted her immortality? Was this the power of a goddess?

Or, Nathan wondered, was this the power of a Messenger, or a being such as Kadria’s boss?

Whatever the case, it meant that gems could be modified by other beings. Nathan needed to be on the lookout for signs of strange gem abilities or anything similar.

“Enough! All Champions, stand down by the orders of the One True Council of Aurelia!” a councillor shouted at the top of her lungs. She looked genuinely old, but like most dark elves, aged gracefully. Nathan suspected she had to be over 150 years old.

The dark elves still in combat fell back. Only the one fighting Fei didn’t, mostly because she was in no state to do so.

“Somebody put that wretch out of her misery,” the councillor snapped.

Before anybody else reacted, Fei managed to snap her opponent’s neck. Her sapphires glowed so brightly that Nathan worried they were about to explode. Had Fei overfilled them with magic somehow?

The enemy Champions glared at Fei, but she simply blew flames at them.

“Council, they are traitors, we must—” one of the dark elf Champions began to say.

“Silence!” the guards next to the Council roared, nearly deafening Nathan. Fei squeaked, then glared at them.

“The Council passes judgment, not mere soldiers,” the female councillor snapped, glaring at the Champions below her. “Leave us.”

“But—”

“Leave!” the guards bellowed.

Long ears drooping, the dark elf Champions scattered. Before Nathan could do so as well, the councillor gestured to him.

“Stay, Lord Nathan,” she said, before taking a seat again.

The guards glared at him. One of them whispered into the councillor’s ear, and she rolled her eyes and said something to him in return.

Nathan stepped into the center of the chamber.

“Um, do we need this?” Fei asked, pointing at the corpse of Astra’s former Bastion.

“No,” Astra said, before anybody else could disagree.

An instant later, Fei reduced the body to ash. The dark elves watched in silence. If they disagreed, they kept their opinions and emotions to themselves.

Truthfully, they probably appreciated it. Fei had disposed of the evidence for them in as convenient a manner as possible. The Council could make up whatever story they wished to explain his disappearance.

The female councillor said something to the guard, who then said, “Where is Ambassador Sureev?”

The others looked at Nathan in confusion, save for Astra. They wondered why the Council didn’t speak to Nathan directly.

Nathan sighed. “Can we not play this game?”

The guard opened his mouth to argue.

Nathan pressed his point before he was hounded by the dark elf dogs, “There’s no crowd jeering at us. Nobody is asking you to kick us off the edge.” He jabbed a thumb at the void behind him. “This meeting is off the public record, effectively. The Champions have no influence. None of you will be voted out because you actually talk to me, instead of carrying out this pointless pantomime.”

He looked each of the Council members in the eye. Two of them glared back, but three returned his gaze blandly.

“You presume much for someone who knows nothing of the Spires, whelp,” a muscled and bald councillor said.

“He seems to know plenty, Laechrias,” a lanky and young dark elf said. He had, by far, the most piercings visible and showed the most skin. His name was Dmitri, if Nathan recalled. He and the woman had been the only two councillors he recognized from his world.

“It doesn’t matter what he knows. This is unwise,” a practically ancient man said.

“Oh, shut up, Ivo. What’s been unwise is letting things get to this point.” The final councillor was a veritable giant of a dark elf, with thick, long hair full of jewelry.

“Can we focus?” the female councillor said. “Doran, don’t provoke other councilors.”

“Yes, dear,” Doran said, a smirk crossing his face.

“Do not.” Her eyes flashed. She turned to face Nathan and rested her face in one hand. “You are correct, Lord Nathan. This is a private affair. But that does not mean we should suspend our traditions.”

“I’d make a joke about whether your tradition is about mocking humans, but I already asked Sureev that,” Nathan said. “Councilor…” he paused, trying to remember her name, “Veleria, let’s not waste time. Enough has been wasted as is.”

She raised an eyebrow at his usage of her name. The guards simmered.

“This is a waste of time,” Ivo said.

“Shut up,” the giant, Doran, said. He stared down at Nathan. “So, where’s Sureev? I figured he’d be with you, and he’ll need to talk to the other Bastions after this.”

“Downstairs. This didn’t seem like a situation for him.”

“And what exactly do you think this situation was? Because it doesn’t look good for you. A Bastion from the Empire assisting with treason is not something we can overlook.”

Nathan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Beside him, Astra’s face scrunched up in confusion. She looked at each of the councillors, one-by-one.

“A coup. And a fairly obvious one at that,” Nathan said. He raised a hand to forestall any rejoinder, as the angry old men on the Council opened their mouths to argue. “I just said not to waste time. Do you often debate breaking your alliance with the Empire while surrounded by dozens of Champions, while the Bastions claim demons are invading at the same time?”

Dmitri laughed. “No wonder Sureev likes you.” He looked at the other councillors and pointed at Nathan. “Can we keep him?” They ignored him.

“You’re admitting to being behind this?” Ivo asked, the old man leaning forward. The guards muttered to each other.

Astra instantly opened her mouth.

“I am,” Nathan declared, talking over the trigem Champion. “I’m not about to let a close ally of the Empire fall to a military coup due to a treasonous Bastion. I convinced Astra to help me and ensured Sureev couldn’t warn anybody.”

A fairly transparent effort to shelter them. But both Dmitri and Doran nodded at him, and he somehow knew he had made the right call.

Nathan didn’t know most of the Council, but Dmitri and Veleria were trustworthy. They had remained in the Spires until the very end in his world. If Doran was on their side, then that made Ivo and Laechrias suspicious. Not that Nathan knew dark elf politics well enough to say that for sure.

Veleria sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Fei giggled at the motion, looking at Nathan. She likely thought it funny that he shared the same stress tic as Veleria.

“It will take us years to recover from this. We have lost a Bastion, dozens of Champions are without their power, and the Spires will be in turmoil once they find out. Was intervention truly worth the price, Lord Nathan?” Veleria asked.

“The price is nothing compared to the alternative,” Nathan said coldly. “The Spires must remain standing and strong. At no point should you ever be considering using what I know is hidden beneath this very chamber.”

He slammed a foot down on the slate flooring.

A chill ran through the chamber. The councillors stared at him with wide eyes, and even Astra appeared to be shocked.

Doran started clapping. “Well, now I know why Gorthal sent you.”

The other councillors glared at him, but he simply smirked back at them.

“Thank you for your time, Lord Nathan,” Veleria said. “We will need time to consider what happened tonight. Ambassador Sureev will speak to you later and summon you once we are ready to relay to you our decision.”

The guards didn’t bellow out a dismissal. Instead, Nathan simply walked out of the chamber. Astra remained behind to talk to the Council.

They found Sureev immediately outside the chamber, and he nodded to them as he walked past with several guards. Clearly, the Council had moved quickly to summon him.

“What’s hidden beneath the chamber?” Fei asked with wide eyes as they left.

Nathan made an explosion gesture with his hands. The others stared at him.

“Do you really think that a race that spent millennia as slaves would ever willingly return to it?” he asked rhetorically. “It’s their failsafe. The Spires will never be taken by force.”

The next few days passed uneventfully. Nathan was allowed to leave the Jormun Spire, although he didn’t bother. Being glared at and mocked by a bunch of dark elves wasn’t his idea of a good time. But he let his Champions go with Astra, and they came back with bags of things they wouldn’t show him. Ciana’s face when he inquired spoke volumes.

Nurevia slipped away one morning. Nathan caught her when she crept through the common room.

“Going back to Tharban?” he asked. Despite his mixed feelings about her, disappointment welled up inside him.

Nurevia refused to meet his gaze. “I mean, we’re done here. If I stay any longer, the Council might make an example of me to cover things up.”

“You have a choice, you know.”

“I…” she finally looked at him, and her purple eyes held a look of regret he found unfamiliar. “I want you. Badly. You exude a suffocating pressure that I can’t get enough of. Even if you don’t do everything I’d like.”

He waited for her to finish.

“But I’m not a traitor,” she said, looking down. “Tharban hasn’t done anything I haven’t asked him to.”

“Do you actually believe that?” Nathan asked.

She scowled. “Fuck you.”

She stormed off.

“The door’s always open. At least so long as you don’t do something you’ll regret,” he called after her.

He meant that, surprisingly. Absence made the heart grow fonder. Nathan didn’t know if he could trust Nurevia, but he found her biting presence comforting in an odd way.

And it’s not like he really worried about her betraying him. The fact she returned to Tharban after all of this spoke volumes about her loyalty, even if it was misplaced. Nathan merely needed to find a way to deal with Tharban.

One day, Sureev approached him.

“The Council has given us permission to question Torneus,” he said.

They ascended to a jail in the upper levels of the Spire. The wards around the cells prickled at Nathan’s senses as he entered them. Torneus’s cell was sparsely furnished. He had a bed, a chair, a bookshelf, and a combined shower and toilet.

The man himself appeared to be in good health. His white hair was closely cropped, as always, and he still had his wiry muscle. The main difference was how dim his eyes were. In past encounters, they had contained a fire. Torneus had once been a man possessed with spirit. Now he was broken.

Astra entered the cell with Sureev and Nathan, but the jailers remained outside.

“How amusing,” Torneus said. He folded the corner of the page he was reading, then closed his book. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.” He nodded at Sureev. “It’s been some time, Ambassador.”

Neither Nathan or Sureev answered. Instead, Nathan looked around the cell and reached out with his magical senses. These strange wards stabbed at him.

“We are under watch,” Sureev advised him.

“I figured,” Nathan replied.

He then raised a hand and cast wards over the cell. Sureev blinked.

“That felt unfamiliar,” the ambassador said.

“It should,” Astra said, earning her a glare.

“A conversation you don’t want overheard?” Torneus asked, a smile forming on his lips. “I believe I told you plenty last time.”

“You were also drunk,” Nathan said. “I have some fairly specific questions this time. My head’s in the game, now.”

“Ah. How curious. I’m all ears. If they’re interesting enough, I promise I’ll answer truthfully,” Torneus said, his eyes glittering.

“Even if they implicate you?”

“I’m going to die here anyway. How can the truth hurt me?” The old man laughed.

“Lies might aid you, however.”

“I get the feeling you know enough to see through them. I hear things about you, despite being in here. Curious things, Lord Nathan.” Torneus drew out the syllables with a smirk. “Amazing that people refer to a mere Bastion as a lord.”

Nathan ignored the jibe. “Did you have any involvement in the cascade?”

“How boring. I already told you the answer.”

“This is related to something more interesting. I’m pretty sure I know who did it,” Nathan said.

“Hmm.” Torneus hummed. “Fine. I’ll humor you. The answer is still no.”

“Did you make any attempt to kill Princess Alice or Countess von Clair?”

The old man stared at him. His lips thinned and he steepled his hands in front of him. The old Torneus slowly returned. “No.”

Nathan nodded. “Who passed on the information about Princess Alice going to Falmir during winter?”

Torneus’s eyes nearly glowed. Fire returned to them. “Who do you think?”

A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. “Falmir.”

Torneus whistled, even as Sureev and Astra stared at Nathan in shock.

“Indeed.” The old man leaned back and cracked his knuckles, a smirk crossing his face. “They were involved from the start. We coordinated our plans to attack Gharrick Pass with Falmir, so they would tie up the Imperial Army in the west. When that failed, they provided intelligence to try to keep the war going. They underestimated you, however.”

Nathan closed his eyes. He ignored Sureev’s follow-up question, and Torneus’s sarcastic answer.

The facts added up. In Nathan’s world, he and other Champions had deployed to the borders of the Empire months ahead of its collapse. He had believed it was due to rising tensions. But now that he was older, he knew how odd it was to deploy so much military strength to the border of a friendly neighbor.

“Were Trafaumh involved?” he asked, rubbing his nose.

“Not with me,” Torneus said. “Of course, we met here.”

Silence. Sureev looked around, as if expecting to be attacked.

“My wards prevent anybody from eavesdropping,” Nathan said. “Don’t worry about spies.”

“Shit,” Sureev breathed. “I thought we were dead.”

“Impressive,” Torneus said. “Then I’ll tell you the rest, although I doubt you need to hear it. I never worked with the Council. Too public for a human like me. And your Nationalists detest foreigners, so Tharban was out. I worked with proxies from Falmir and the Spires’ Bastions.”

Astra ground her teeth. “All of them?”

“Yours and one that retired,” Torneus said.

“Then that means your only active connection is dead,” Nathan said.

“Plausible deniability,” Sureev said.

“Yes.”

“I won’t ask what happened, but that sounds convenient.” Torneus shrugged. “I’m sure you can work out how the cascade happened.”

“Falmir wanted a large enough war to distract the Empire so it could invade. I stopped them at Gharrick Pass. Then I nearly achieved peace. So they triggered the cascade. Presumably, they’re also working with Tharban to agitate the Bastions here. Nurevia knew Gareth’s name, and he’s…” Nathan sighed. “Well, he tried to openly assassinate somebody in Aleich.”

“So what will you do?” Torneus asked.

Nathan stood, then walked to the exit. He banished his wards.

“What I’m already doing. It seems to be working well enough,” he said.

Then he left.

The Council summoned Nathan and Astra later that day. This time, there was nobody else present other than their guards. The chamber appeared eerily empty.

The councillors appeared to be grumpy, save for Veleria, whose face was a mask.

Nathan and Astra stood in the center. Sureev left when instructed.

Leaning forward, Veleria spoke softly, “After much deliberation, the Council has made its decision. Grand Marshal Astra, you are to be exiled.”

Astra tilted her head in confusion, her eyes widening. The faces of the guards stiffened, and their grips tightened on their weapons. But they didn’t look at Astra. Instead, they glared at the various councillors.

A pit formed in Nathan’s stomach. Was he about to witness another coup, days after stopping the first? Astra was a legend.

Or was this intentional? Nathan had no idea what was happening.

Despite that, he intervened and stepped forward.

“That’s a mistake,” he said.

“This does not concern you,” Veleria said.

“It does. Because I’ll claim Astra as my Champion the moment she leaves here,” Nathan said.

The dark elf in question turned and stared at him in shock.

“How dare you—” Ivo said, rising from his seat.

“Shut up,” Nathan snapped. “I killed the Bastion. If you punish Astra for it, then I’ll take her. But I don’t think you want that. She’s your legend. So why don’t we cut a deal?”

Ivo’s eyes bulged.

The young councillor, Dmitri, spoke up. “Alright.”

Everybody stared at him, including the guards.

Dmitri grinned. “It’ll be awhile before we can find a Bastion our legend can trust.” His eyes glittered, and Nathan suddenly realized what was going on. “Why don’t you hold on to her for the time being. In exchange, you won’t speak a word of what has happened here. The Spires will maintain its alliance with the Anfang Empire so long as you hold up your end of the bargain and help us defend our portals if necessary. She is our legend, after all.”

He winked.

“A fair deal, given the circumstances,” Doran grunted out.

Veleria nodded.

Nathan relaxed. This felt almost too easy. As if their intention had been to get Astra out of the Spires to begin with.

Out of reach of their current Bastions, that is. And it gave them a convenient excuse to support the Empire.

“Hold on, that’s not what we agreed,” Ivo said.

“Agreements change,” Doran said. “I feel that we’re done here.”

“We are. Until next we meet, Lord Nathan, Astra.” Veleria gave Astra a sad smile as her mask slipped.

One of the councillors, Laechrias, remained silent. He looked to the chamber entrance for a long moment, as if looking for someone.

The Council stood and left as one, taking their guards with them.

Nathan and Astra stood alone in the chamber, surrounded by the cold, unfeeling stone of the Spires.

Astra stared at the empty balconies in shock. For the first time that Nathan recalled, her green eyes looked lost. She clenched and unclenched her fists.

“Astra,” he called out, before placing a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him, unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. “It’s time to go.”


Chapter 24




Nathan remembered his first meeting with Astra all too well.

She crossed with him during his first visit with Charlotte and the others, back in his original world. With one look of her piercing green eyes, she dismissed him.

“Weak,” she said, and strode off.

Gareth and Vala had chuckled, while Narime and Charlotte gave him sympathetic looks. Astra’s rebuke had been directed solely at Nathan. His younger self had done his best not to take it personally, but it had stung to have a living legend insult him.

He should have realized that having any attention paid to him at all was special.

During his next visit, he ended up sparring with her while Charlotte negotiated. The Council still refused to help with the Federation. The clock ticked away. Nathan passed the time in the training halls of the Jormun Spire.

At some point, Astra showed up and began to repeatedly floor him. It became a ritual of sorts. The moment she showed up, everybody cleared out, and she beat up on him. It pissed him off, but he learned a lot. Vala laughed from the sidelines.

“Why fight?” Astra asked him.

“Words,” he grunted out, trying to dodge her palm strike. She feinted and sent him sprawling with a knee.

“Why do you fight?” she corrected. For whatever reason, she got worse at talking the more time he spent with her. Wasn’t it usually the other way around with her type?

“You mean here? Against the demons? For Falmir? Philosophically?” he asked while lying on his back.

She kicked him in the ribs for being a smartass. He coughed up a lung, then did his best to use regenerative magic on himself. Once he recovered the ability to talk, he grabbed a cold drink and sat down.

His gaze landed on Vala, who was teaching a monogem Champion how to focus her gem ability better. Despite himself, he felt his gaze soften. How many years had he been with her? Even with his new Champions, and the affections of Nurevia and Ciana, he still cared deeply for her.

“Better. Strong eyes,” Astra said, smiling. “I get it.”

He looked back at her. “What? No, I fight to protect everyone. Vala is… well, she fights to protect me, and I protect her.”

Astra shook her head. “So young.”

Her comment annoyed him, so he sparred with her again. Naturally, she beat him up.

Time passed. He saw her from time to time. They never became close. But he talked with her often enough to understand her, even when she was being uncommunicative. The giddiness of being close to a living legend wore off, and he eventually found her bad habits and anti-social behavior more irritating than endearing.

Then everything went to hell. Narime killed Torneus. The Federation collapsed. Arcadia exploded in civil war. Messengers and demons tore across the eastern stretch of Doumahr.

Falmir and Trafaumh initiated their plans for mass evacuation and a defensive line along the Gharrick Mountains and the remains of the Anfang Empire. Charlotte returned home. Gareth became busy preparing defenses at Gharrick Pass.

Nathan’s job was to defend Forselle Valley. That also meant he needed to convince the Spires to evacuate. Millions of dark elves were in danger, to say nothing of dozens of powerful warriors. The Spires weren’t a fortress. Defending them was insanity.

“Our decision is final,” Veleria declared, and stormed off along with most of the council.

Dmitri remained behind, playing with his bejeweled hair. Nathan raised his hands, as if asking why.

“Our ancestors claimed this home with blood and anguish. They slaved in the mountains for thousands of years for the faeries,” Dmitri said, his genial demeanor missing. “This is our legacy, left to us by the goddess. Omria’s will granted us glory. Perhaps it is by her will that she takes it from us.”

“I don’t think the demons have anything to do with the goddess,” Nathan said.

“Perhaps. But my race was born here. I will not abandon our home. Good luck, Nathan. May Omria guide you.”

With those words, Dmitri left. The dark elves refused to abandon the Spires in the face of the incoming demonic horde.

That night, Nathan drank with Astra for the first time. He learned of her obscene alcohol tolerance. Nurevia loved vodka, but this was his first time drinking it straight.

“I don’t get it,” he growled. “This is insanity. You know how huge the horde is. You’ve fought Messengers. They’re obscenely strong, and getting stronger.”

Astra drained her glass and poured more. “This is home.”

“I know that, but… Can’t you find a new home?” He scratched his head. “If you’re dead, that’s it. I have Champions who lost their homes. But they have a future. You’ll lose yours. So will everybody else.”

She didn’t answer. Minutes passed in silence.

“Why do you fight?” she asked.

It took him a while to remember that she had asked him the same question months ago.

“To protect everyone,” he said resolutely. “My Champions. My princess. The people fleeing across the mountain range. The soldiers. All those people who will die.” His expression darkened. “All those people who shouldn’t have died.”

“Really?” Astra asked.

“Yes.”

She sighed and seemed to pause to think. “What about Vala?”

He stared at her. “She’s… Like I said, I’m fighting for everybody. Even for you.”

“Mmm.” Astra looked away. “You asked. This is home. I fight for it.”

He opened his mouth to argue, but she raised a hand. Her face screwed up in concentration, which he knew meant she wanted to say something longer.

“All of the people I fight for are buried here,” Astra said with a sad smile. “Generations of Champions I trained. Bastions I fought for. Councillors I hated. People who trusted me. I am Astra. Legend. This is home. My home.”

Nathan stared at her. Slowly, the truth crashed home in his head.

Astra had watched the rise and fall of countless generations of dark elves. To Nathan, Falmir was his home, but only because he had grown up there.

By contrast, Astra had buried several lifetimes worth of friends here. She didn’t speak of distant ancestors who bled for her sake. Only of her precious memories.

Nathan couldn’t understand. But he realized that was alright. He hadn’t lived Astra’s life. And she was old enough to make her own decisions.

The next day, the nightmare worsened. A cascade rippled through the Spires. A Messenger nearly broke through the portal in the mountains next to the Spires. A dozen dark elf Champions died and Astra’s Bastion had been killed. They had been reduced to a single Bastion now, in command of the valley binding stone.

Nathan had stopped the Messenger only by taking control of the binding stone in the mountains. The remaining dark elf Bastion rapidly took back control of as many Champions as possible, but he wasn’t strong enough for Astra. A trigem Champion was too much for him.

“Help me,” Astra asked Nathan once she cornered him.

He stared at her as her request slowly sunk in. Caravans of dark elves poured out of the city behind him. Although the military and Council remained, the close call with the Messenger had spooked the civilians. A general evacuation began.

“You’ll die,” Nathan said. “You can still leave.”

Astra didn’t repeat her words from the other night. Instead, she simply stared at him, her piercing green eyes pressing him to help.

“You have a chance to walk away,” he said. “You’re not a Champion. But if I claim you…”

She shook her head. “No.”

That sealed it for him. If Astra wouldn’t leave no matter what, he would honor her wishes. He conducted the gem reactivation ceremony. It was immensely difficult, given she was a trigem. The process exhausted him.

Once it was done, he topped up her opals. Her gems felt odd, but he didn’t pry.

“Astra, if you’re staying, I’ll—” he began to say.

She cupped his face in her hands and leaned forward.

“Become strong, Nathan,” she said. “Thank you.”

A small part of him understood what she meant. The rest of him ignored it, and he simply left. Astra watched him go with a gentle smile.

When the demons came, he defended Forselle Valley with everything he had. His defenses slowly wore down, and he knew his efforts were hopeless. He felt Astra’s gem constantly, as well as the invasions that struck at the Spires through the binding stone.

Then she vanished. His heart stopped. The world seemed to compress in on itself for an instant. His eyes turned to the mountains in the distance, where the shadows of the Spires could be faintly seen.

The air shattered with an explosion of purple and blue flames. More explosions rippled outward from the Spires. The earth rumbled, and parts of the mountainside fell away. The home of the dark elves became consumed in a magical detonation miles wide. Gusts of wind flattened the grass and whipped at Nathan’s face.

The Council of Aurelia had activated the final failsafe within the Spires. Everyone and everything within them was dead. The binding stones became inert. With their sacrifice, and that of Astra’s, the defense of the Gharrick Mountains held.

Nathan refused to let the history of his world repeat. Astra had given everything for him.

He had become strong, and he knew what he fought for. It wasn’t for everyone. It was for those he cared about. His Champions, Anna, Alice, the beastkin in his castle—the people who made up his day-to-day life.

Now, it was his turn to protect Astra.

She sat next to him in the carriage as they returned to Castle Forselburg. Sureev had lent him an extra carriage for the return trip, and Nathan used it to gain some privacy. Astra’s mental state concerned him. The last thing he needed was one of the other Champions causing problems.

Her eyes stared blankly at the seat opposite her.

“Do you want to talk?” Nathan asked her.

She stared up at him. Then she blinked. “Why?”

“Didn’t you want to talk to me? Or have I become boring now?”

“You’re not…” she trailed off. “It hurts.”

“I know.” He threw an arm around her. “But your home is still there. You’ll go back. That’s the important part, Astra. Nothing is forever, so long as you’re alive.”

“Can you kill me?” she asked him.

“No.”

“Liar.”

He grimaced. “I know that you can die, despite how strange your gem ability is. But I don’t know how.”

She poked his side. “How?”

“I’m from a world where everything ended. Falmir’s plot succeeded. Messengers destroyed the Empire, then the Federation and Arcadia. The Spires then activated the failsafe inside the council chambers, and vaporized everything in the vicinity,” he explained. “Not the most effective way to weaponize a binding stone, but nobody even knew it was possible until then.”

Her eyes bore into him. “I died.”

“Yes. Either from the explosion or something else before it. It’s possible your death is what triggered the failsafe.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t there, obviously.”

“You’re here,” she said, and poked him again.

“I… saw the end of it all. I came back.” He scratched the back of his head.

“Liar.”

She had him there.

“I’m not a Messenger. But their power is the only way to save Doumahr,” he said. “I’m not even sure there’s any difference between a Bastion and a Messenger. We’re all connected to binding stones in some way. If you’re right that my ascended magic feels like a Messenger, then it only proves my point.”

The only reason Nathan felt confident telling Astra this was because she couldn’t pancake him at will. Her immortality remained, but her superstrength was muted.

Despite that, she didn’t appear to be angry.

“Makes sense,” she said.

“It does?” he asked.

“You know things. Your magic.” Astra looked him in the eyes. “I believe you.”

Oh, she was talking about how he traveled through worlds.

Astra’s eyes turned to the window. She stared at the passing landscape with a blank expression.

“Will you fight for me?” Nathan asked her.

“Yes,” she said.

“Sincerely?”

She laughed. “You are strong. Yes. Nurevia says your dick is big.”

“What if it’s not?”

“Then no.” Astra smirked at him.

He hit her and she laughed again.

Despite the jokes, shadows remained in her eyes.

“Did Omria give you your immortality?” Nathan asked.

Astra’s expression dimmed. She looked away.

“Not now,” she said sullenly.

Either Omria wasn’t the paragon of virtue her legends made her out to be, or that was a “no.” Nathan wondered if that was why she accepted him so easily. Astra knew things even he didn’t, even if she wouldn’t talk about them, so it was a big deal for her to trust a man who worked with Messengers.

Another day passed. Astra’s communication skills waned further, to the point where she barely said more than one word to anyone else. Fei and Ciana kept her company despite that, although Nathan noticed some furtive glances being thrown his way by the younger beastkin.

He made a note of that. Ciana had been openly horny lately, and it concerned him.

Narime curled up next to him, while Seraph paced in the distance.

“I think being away from her paperwork has driven her mad,” Nathan said.

“Don’t be mean,” Narime said, her tails batting him in the head. “She’s been arguing with me about everything you dumped on us.”

“Really?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Nathan. I realize you forget sometimes, but we think of ourselves as the thinkers of our little band. Even you call me your strategist, and Seraph runs your growing duchy.”

“Anna’s duchy.”

“I know what I said.” Narime’s grin made her look truly foxlike, but it slipped a moment later. “You’re so far ahead of us. I understand it’s difficult for you to just dump a decade of knowledge on us, but you implicitly catch things that we need to ponder for hours. Like the Falmir connection. You wormed at that ever since you heard about it, and it turns out you were right.”

He shrugged. “Falmir’s a special case.”

“What about the confrontation with the Council? You slapped them in the face with your knowledge of their self-destruct failsafe. They wouldn’t even talk to you at first, but you crashed right through their attempt. To say nothing of how you handled the entire situation,” Narime grimaced. “It made me realize I’m only a Champion. I’m used to fighting. You’re a political animal, Nathan. You know when and how to pick your fights.”

“I’m still only a soldier,” he grumped.

“Yes, that’s why they all call you lord now,” she said sarcastically. “I really hate to say this, but Seraph is right. You are becoming like Torneus. The difference is motivation. From what you told me, he cared about his nation. Your goals are much grander.”

He remained silent, staring at the crackling fire in their camp. Narime’s hand clasped his, and her head settled into the crook of his neck. Her ears twitched, tickling him.

Reaching blindly, Nathan found one of her tails and gave it a good comb with his hand. Narime shuddered, a gasp escaping her.

“Not here,” she murmured.

Ciana stared at them, her cheeks glowing, and Nathan relented.

“Do you still support me? After all of this?” he asked Narime, unsure if he wanted the answer.

Her tails curled around him. One touched his cheek.

“Silly,” she said, her blue eyes curving as she looked up at him. “I’m not judging you. It’s difficult to learn that some of these things, particularly as they go against what I was taught for centuries. But I trust you. You haven’t given me a reason not to.”

“Despite the Messengers?”

“Like I said, you haven’t given me a reason not to trust you.” Her hand touched his cheek. “Remember that, Nathan. Maybe not everyone will understand, but we see you almost every day. I chose to be with you.”

“I thought you said I made you my mate,” he joked.

“It can be both.”

The next day, he traveled with Astra again. Her mood appeared to have worsened. She ate breakfast in near silence.

Close to noon, she suddenly said, “Why?”

Nathan looked down at her. She didn’t elaborate.

“Words,” he said reflexively.

Astra looked up at him, her long, pointed ears dropping as her brow furrowed in confusion.

“You need to use more words,” he said, realizing he had fallen into an old habit. “Why what?”

She nodded and licked her lips. “Why did they kick me out?”

Of course.

“You missed the politics, didn’t you?” he asked.

The only response was a stare.

“They’re not kicking you out, Astra. The Council is caught in a web of intrigue, just like me,” he explained. “Right now, they have 2 Bastions left. Enough to protect both portals. But they can’t trust those Bastions with you. You did notice the assassination attempt, right?”

She blinked. “Useless.”

“Sure, but they tried it. The Council is ignoring it because they can’t simply execute all of their Bastions at once, but everybody saw what happened. The moment you killed your Bastion, the remaining Champions were ready to pounce. It was a layered plan. Betray the Empire. Failing that, they’d remove the Council in a coup. If I intervened, they’d probably just kill me with the army of Champions they had. If you did, you’d be powerless, and they’d kill you.”

Of course, Astra didn’t need to kill her Bastion. They might have simply guessed what she might have done.

Whatever the case, the plan executed by the traitors in the Spire was a good one. Lots of contingencies rolled into each other, and it only failed because Astra remained immortal after losing her power.

Every result was a victory. Without Astra, there’d be no one to protect the Council next time.

“Who?” Astra asked.

“Who is responsible?”

“Yes.”

Nathan chuckled. “If we knew that, they’d be dead already. Torneus fingered two people—one is dead, and the other retired before the cascade. What happened to him, by the way?”

“He fell.”

Two words. Nathan took that as an improvement.

“As in, off the Jormun Spire?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Was that connected to the trial?”

Again, she nodded.

Damn. The Council was one step ahead. They had already arranged for a fall guy—literally. The trial had been put off indefinitely while the Council handled the fallout of the coup attempt, but they had taken action earlier. With two Bastions missing, they could easily calm the public with rumors about who was really responsible for the cascade.

“That’s the problem.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Torneus’s contacts are now dead. Nurevia worked with Council functionaries, rather than the Bastions. But we know the other Bastions are in on it, but not how.”

“Kill them.” Astra’s eyes hardened.

“What if their replacements are also traitors? What if some members of the Council are part of the conspiracy?” Nathan sighed. “This is why I hate politics. I know enough to avoid causing trouble at the wrong times, but I can’t magically sever the spiderwebs that politicians weave. Torneus didn’t know anything about the Emperor’s involvement, either.”

Everything came back to politics. The Emperor wanted to prevent the Nationalists from seizing power, and Nathan knew he had connections in the Spires. The majority of the Council were strongly supportive of the Empire, despite the isolationist approach of the Spires.

Falmir wanted to expand its territory. That, too, was connected to maintaining power. Falmir’s king was embedded in as much turmoil as the Emperor. To achieve their aims, Falmir had worked with the Federation. Torneus had said he was scared of a resurgent Empire trying to conquer Doumahr.

Falmir had caused everything, but the Spires were the nexus. Nathan doubted Falmir had intended to cause the end of the world—Seraph had been responsible for the plan to destabilize the leylines, after all. But everyone had met in the Spires, and they had been willing to cause a cascade and kill a trigem Champion for their goals.

Something clicked in Nathan’s head.

“Fuck,” he said, rising to his feet. His head slammed against the roof. “Fuck.”

Astra stared at him in confusion.

He sat back down, eyes wide.

Slowly, Nathan lined up the pieces in his head.

A coup against the ruling family in the Empire. The threat of a massive demonic invasion from the Houkeem Desert. A repeat of the Empire collapsing and its foes carving it up. The Spires either collapsing or self-destructing.

Despite everything he had done, history still tried to repeat itself. This time, it was throwing everything at Nathan in an attempt to overwhelm him.

Or, more accurately, Nathan hadn’t identified the source of the problem. Kadria felt that this was all caused by her boss. But if Ifrit was to be believed, then everything traced back to Falmir. Were they the true enemy of Doumahr? Were Falmir linked to everything in his world as well?

Unsettled, Nathan leaned back in his seat. Astra poked him as she slowly returned to life.

Once he got back, he knew what he needed to prepare for. An attempt by his enemies to bring down all of Doumahr at once.


Chapter 25




The castle was in a panic when he returned. A company of knights rode out to greet their carriages, Nathan’s crest hanging over their arms. Riders split off, racing back to Castle Forselburg. Bells rang out.

For a few brief minutes, Nathan thought that civil war had broken out. He genuinely didn’t know what was going on.

But the knights calmed down once they confirmed he was safe. The chaos died down. Nathan found himself in Narime’s office with a dozen heavily armed bodyguards. The captain of the castle glowered at him. She had been the one to insist on accompanying him to the Spires.

“I was out of contact for a few days,” he said in disbelief.

“You never checked in once you arrived there. We couldn’t reach you through the agreed channels, and Princess Alice said you didn’t respond to her,” the knight said, pouting at him.

Oh, damn. He had left the mirror behind in his rush. It hadn’t occurred to him that Alice might try to contact him and panic when he didn’t respond.

“Didn’t anyone check my bedroom for my mirror?” he asked.

The knights stared at him in collective confusion, then stared at Fei, who attempted to look innocent.

“Fei, don’t ban everyone from entering my room.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Sen and Sunstorm should probably have found the mirror, so it wasn’t entirely Fei’s fault.

Realizing that settling everybody down was his highest priority, he returned to Gharrick Pass. Everyone appeared far less excited here. Despite that, he contacted Anna and the others, and let them know he was okay. Afterward, he summoned them to his fortress and explained what had happened.

“Can we really rely on the Spires?” Alice asked through the mirror after he finished his explanation.

She was the only person who hadn’t come in person. Even Vera had made it, as she had traveled to Tartus upon hearing that Nathan had gone missing. Traveling from Aleich to Gharrick Pass still took days.

“For now, we have to,” he said. “If civil war breaks out, there isn’t anybody else who can reinforce the Houkeem Desert. In order to keep them there, we need to protect the Spires. We’re tied to them.”

“Do you think that’s intentional?”

“Yes. The moment I challenged them, they rewrote the deal. I won’t pretend to know what politics happened behind the scenes, but somebody wants to work with us. For now, we have a reason to work with them.”

“And her?” Vera snuck in from where she sat in the corner of the room. Her eyes narrowed at Astra.

The dark elf in question ignored everyone, instead choosing to spreadeagle herself on Nathan’s bed. More than a few looks had been thrown at her in envy or annoyance.

“Make eyes at her all you want, but you won’t get her,” Nathan said with a laugh.

“Possessive, aren’t you?” But Vera was smiling.

“Maybe. But the reality is that many Bastions can’t handle a trigem. It requires excellent control of your binding stones. If all it took was inserting a third gem, the world would be flooding with nation-ending warriors.” He shrugged at the looks he received. “And reactivating a trigem is even harder.”

Vera raised an eyebrow at him. “And you, with all of two years’ experience, can do it, when even Leopold doesn’t have a trigem?”

All eyes turned to him. He frowned.

The redheaded sorceress caught on instantly. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the secret you’re all in on. You’ve always known way too much. Does everybody know why, but I’m left out?”

Her eyes pierced him, but he saw the hurt in them.

“Yes,” he said, and she recoiled. “You’re being left out for the safety of your training. I’ll tell you once it’s finished.”

“Safety?” she repeated.

“Dangerous secrets,” Astra mumbled. “Binding stones.”

Nathan’s eyes widened, and he stared at her.

“Uh, I didn’t understand a word she said,” Sen said, a frazzled smile on her face. “I mean, I did, but not the meaning.”

“She’s met Omria. Unlike us, she knows things even Nathan doesn’t.” Seraph grimaced.

“If she’s happy with Nathan despite that, it only confirms that we’ve made the right decision to stand by him,” Narime said, glaring at everybody else as her tails rose up.

“Goddess, I feel so left out.” Vera ran a hand through her hair.

Nathan sighed. “I need you to become comfortable with the binding stones, the portals, and the magic involved with them. You’re sharp. Too sharp, even. If I tell you everything, you might connect some dots and that will affect your ability to be a Bastion. Your ability to manipulate reality using the binding stone and form tethers is heavily reliant on your mental state. A lot of what separates Bastions is their mind, not their body or their magical ability.”

Once again, everybody stared at him.

“Wait, does that mean the reason you’re able to rebuild the castle so easily and do so much crazy stuff is because you’re so confident and cool?” Sen blurted out, eyes wide.

“Duh,” Sunstorm said, rolling her eyes. “Nathan’s always convinced that his path is right. Can you manipulate reality without conviction?”

The assassin grinned at him, and he tried not to shiver.

On the other side of the mirror, Alice interrupted them. “This is interesting—and I mean it—but Astra does bring political complications. I’m going to prevent word from spreading about her. I doubt our allies in the Spires want anyone to know she’s missing. And our enemies will become more motivated if they realize Nathan now has a trigem Champion.”

“Everybody else will be thrilled,” Anna added with a smirk. “This puts him on par with Maylis even. A trigem, three duogems, a monogem, plus Sen and Ciana. And that’s only going to rapidly increase.”

More was discussed, but the meeting largely concerned nitty-gritty details. Nathan had lost less than a couple of weeks, rather than the month-plus he had expected. That allowed him to get back to work rather easily.

Fall was here, and with it came the final harvest. Taxes needed to be collected, construction wrapped up, accounts finalized, and preparations made for winter. Many of Nathan’s projects could continue despite the cooling weather, but only if the right steps were made. People didn’t stop traveling due to the cold.

But Gharrick Pass would ice over. The snowfall made transporting heavy loads riskier, and most merchants traveled less and lighter. Risk of illness rose, which meant the healers and mages in the communities would be busy. In the cities, food supplies needed to be assured. Especially given the risk that civil war might break out the moment spring arrived.

Nathan didn’t need enough food to supply his armies and builders for winter. He needed enough for a campaign.

Seraph threw herself back into her work, but Nathan kept her from going too crazy this time. While they’d been away, the paperwork and reports had still been filed. Kuda, Anna, and her brother had done their jobs well. New nobles and administrators began to step into their roles as Anna caught up. Many of the officers in Nathan’s army knew enough about logistics that they stopped asking for so much help.

Paperwork still built up, but Nathan used it as an opportunity to train clerks. His reputation helped him here. Alice put him in touch with a noble in Aleich, who advertised on his behalf. Several highly experienced people applied, including branch managers of trading companies, along with the usual mass of ordinary applicants.

“I’m surprised you didn’t fill your offices with more fluffy beastkin,” Anna joked one night.

Now that the gateway was active in Castle Tartus, she visited him often. Tonight was different, as he checked in with Alice using the mirror. Nathan needed to remain informed regarding politics.

“I have enough of them already,” Nathan replied as he activated the mirror. “Besides, very few beastkin have the necessary experience. A few made it through, but Seraph needs assistance now, not in a few years after we train up the beastkin.”

“But you are starting,” Anna pointed out.

“Starting what?” Alice asked, appearing in the mirror.

“Yes, I’m using some extra clerks to train beastkin in how to manage paperwork, handle bureaucracy, and do math without their fingers,” Nathan said, gesturing to Alice to wait. She pouted at him. “It’s inexpensive, and we’ll need more of them later.”

“For when you take over Doumahr?” Anna grinned.

“For when the mages finish their current research. Harrum thinks he’s close.” Nathan looked at Alice and brought her into the conversation. “I’ve asked the mages to prepare a tool that can provide energy readings of portals. Publicly, this will be based on technology from the Spires. But we’ll need analysts who can use the tool and understand the portals.”

Alice frowned. “Doesn’t that mean teaching more people about them?”

“Yes. Hence why it’s a good idea to have extra clerks. Many of those I’ve hired won’t be interested in a military job, but the beastkin will be.” Nathan shrugged. “Once we have trained analysts, it will be easier to hire and train from the general populace.”

“I see. You won’t like my news,” Alice said, running a hand through her blonde hair. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d suspect she had gotten out of the shower before contacting him.

“Tharban?” he asked.

“Yes. The news about the Spires losing a Bastion and Astra somehow leaked, as has the fact they’ve entered lockdown again,” she explained. “Tharban spun it well, and he’s on his way to the Houkeem Desert.”

“The dark elves aren’t going anywhere.”

“No, but he made enough noise that people think they might.”

Nathan clicked his tongue. “Damn. Even after all that, he managed to salvage it. We’ll need to talk to Terrius and the other dukes. I know you’re busy, but—”

“Understood,” Alice said.

He blinked and she rolled her eyes.

“I’m busy, Nathan, but talking to the dukes is part of my duties while I support Grandpa.” Her expression darkened for a moment. “You should visit him, by the way.”

Nathan didn’t like the sound of that.

“I’ll reach out to Terrius and George,” Anna interrupted. “I don’t have any real connections to the others, other than Ilmarn setting up his companies here. You’ll need to handle them, Alice.”

“Done,” Alice said.

The meeting moved onto minor affairs, as it typically did. Nathan found the regular meetings necessary, but time consuming. While he was no stranger to routine meetings, the situation seemed tenser than it really was. Nathan expected a war to break out any day now.

Reality was far more sedate, however. Nothing changed. The trees dropped their leaves. The harvest rolled in. The fall session of the Diet came and went with nothing of note happening, other than Alice playing a bigger role than ever before.

Nathan did his best to remain calm and not let his nerves show. For the first time in his life, he was actively training another Bastion. Vera looked to him for guidance. Nobles wanted his advice and assurance regarding the safety of the duchy.

It was a far cry from his days in the Far Reaches, when in service to Falmir.

Eventually, a shipment arrived that Nathan had been waiting for. He let Narime and the others know, then organized to do something he had wanted to do since getting back from the Spires.

It was time to give Ciana her first gem, and to claim Astra as his Champion.


Chapter 26




Afew days later, Nathan wandered into the vault of Gharrick Pass. Although the basement was the safest location in the fortress, he needed secure storage that others could access. Only his Champions were allowed in the basement, after all. The result was a heavily warded and fortified chamber on the ground floor.

Human guards stood beside massive knight summons outside. The door glowed with runes, was locked with magic, and was built from solid steel. Pulling it open took genuine effort. An attacker couldn’t avoid the door, either. The walls, floor, and ceiling were lined with magically warded steel. Nathan had added multiple wards using ascended magic, which drew from the binding stone.

A duogem Champion might be able to break in if their abilities specialized in penetrating magical defenses. But he doubted even Astra could.

Not that he’d ask. Building this room had taken days, and he knew she would revel in destroying it if he asked her.

The vault didn’t contain much right now. Lots of filing cabinets and currency. He vaguely knew that Kuda used the room to store a variety of currencies, precious metals, and banking notes. Prying further was pointless. Nathan understood next to nothing about how the financial system worked.

As far as Nathan cared, he created some precious metals and told other people to sell them at a rate that didn’t make people want to put his head on a pike. Promissory notes, complicated lending systems, different currencies, exchange rates, and other nonsense didn’t enter into it. Nathan paid others to worry about that for him.

These days, he didn’t even create the gold or platinum that was sold. The tax revenue and financial backing from Archduke von Milgar had solidified Nathan’s position significantly.

Sen stood inside the room, packing various crystals, powders, and other magical catalysts into a crate. She placed cloth and straw between each of them as she loaded them in.

“Shouldn’t you have done this yesterday?” Nathan asked her.

“Why do we have a vault if we’re going to leave things outside all day?” she said. “Ifrit has been telling me how rare some of these things are. Like this.”

She held up a small crystal bottle, no bigger than Nathan’s thumb. Inside was a viscous green liquid that looked almost like someone had created a toxic version of honey.

“Dryad Tears,” Sen said. “Each drop can buy a house in Aleich.”

“More like a mansion,” Nathan corrected. “The faeries only export a small amount each year. Farming the dryads in Arcadia’s forests would disturb the balance, or something. I heard some nasty stories about what actually happens.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised.” Sen wrapped the bottle up in several layers of cloth, then placed it inside a bundle of straw in the crate. “How did you get half of this?”

“The Sorcerer’s Lodge is the leading magical institute in the Empire. That makes it one of the most powerful and wealthiest institutions in the world. There’s a reason they can ignore wars and politics,” he explained, leaning against a steel table.

“You say that, but they didn’t ignore you,” Sen pointed out. “And this stuff is still stupidly expensive.”

“True. But that’s because I’m offering them something valuable. Knowledge. The Lodge probably has a dozen of those bottles in storage. Giving me a whole bottle when I asked for a few drops is their way to ingratiate themselves to me.”

Or possibly, to make Nathan feel like he owed the Lodge. Harrum didn’t run the Lodge, but he was easily one of the most important sorcerers in the Empire—and arguably the world. The fact he came out to conduct binding stone research himself was an immense step for an otherwise neutral institution.

“Question,” Sen asked. “Ifrit doesn’t know the answer.”

“You can ask me anything.” He paused. “Well, almost.”

“Uh huh. Then I won’t ask if you’re banging the dark elf.” Her eyes curved with amusement. “But seriously, if the Lodge is neutral, why does the Empire back them? Shouldn’t they create their own sorcerer’s lounge, instead of relying on a bunch of cranks?”

“The Lodge has a long history,” Nathan explained.

Realizing this might take a bit, he looked around for what he wanted. A small case sat nearby, chained to the table and locked with runes. Inside were two small velvet boxes, as well as nearly a dozen other gemstones.

Nathan’s magic pulsed, and he removed the case from the table.

“I love history,” Sen chirped, rolling her eyes.

She hefted the case full of catalysts. They left the vault. The door automatically opened and closed for them. Once outside, Nathan made a beeline for the rear courtyard.

“The important part is brief. Although mages today aren’t very religious, they used to be,” he said. “Things are different when the goddess herself can be seen and heard in person just down the road.”

“Can’t imagine why that is.”

Nathan chuckled. “Supposedly, Omria used to help Bastions with their sorcery. I’ve mentioned before that she helped a Bastion cast a tenth rank spell once. If Bastions are actively learning sorcery, where will they learn it from?”

“The Lodge,” Sen said slowly.

“Yep. So mages became a major power in the world, supported by Omria, and independent of the Bastions and the Emperor. I’ve seen some texts that refer to them as her third arm, but that didn’t appear to be the common view. The Emperor and nobles ran the Empire. The Bastions protected it. The mages improved it.”

“So, why the split?” Sen asked. “Ifrit knows this part, but not why the Emperor didn’t create his own Lodge.”

“Because the original Empire split into three parts: Falmir, Trafaumh, and the Empire you know today. If the Emperor pisses off a bunch of independently wealthy and powerful mages, who have connections to many noble families, then they’ll leave,” Nathan explained. “To say nothing of the political downsides of going against a cornerstone of the country’s history. So long as the Lodge stays out of politics, everybody is their friend.”

“Except now,” she said.

“That is the risk. It’s why I’m surprised they’re backing me so strongly. If the Nationalists win, then the Lodge will suffer.”

“Good thing they won’t.”

The conversation naturally ended as they stepped outside. Several knights huddled together, chatting, while Narime and Astra stood next to each other in silence. Ciana fiddled with her uniform, her eyes wide and tail swishing back and forth wildly.

Sunstorm’s onyx still hadn’t arrived, so she wasn’t here. Nathan suspected he would need to personally chase that up.

Snow drifted off the nearby mountains. The pass had already become too dangerous to travel through, which indicated a harsh and bitter winter was on the horizon. Sleet fell most nights. The sky was a dreary gray and the landscape similarly dull. Soon, fall would give way to winter.

The moment one of the knights spotted Nathan, the huddle broke up. The knights lined up and stood at attention, their hands banging against their chests in a salute.

Ciana joined them afterward. She smiled at Nathan as she also gave a salute.

Only Astra remained where she was, as Narime slipped behind Nathan. For now, he ignored the dark elf.

Since returning, her mood had improved. She spent time on the wireless every day, in contact with a few people from the Spires. Nathan didn’t pry, although he listened in once.

Astra said little, as was normal for her. But the women on the other side prattled on about anything and everything. They spoke rapidly, and Nathan barely understood what they were saying at times, given his poor mastery of the dark elf language.

But he silently thanked them for the time they spent talking to Astra, even if she didn’t respond much. Knowing that she was still welcomed by her people helped her adjust.

Nathan ignored her for now. He focused on the six women lined up nervously in front of him.

All but one were beastkin. Nathan knew one of them well, as she handled all of Fei’s paperwork. She had been Narime’s first pick. Her name was Kara, and she was a dog beastkin. They were rare to see in the military, as dogs didn’t have many physical advantages. Instead, they excelled at hunting and tracking.

If Nathan asked Sen to describe Kara, he’d be told about her massive tits. Fei and Kara supposedly knew each other from the academy. Privately, Nathan wondered if they bonded over their chest size. They were opposites in almost every other way. Which worked out for Kara. Supposedly, she had failed to be placed as a Champion candidate after finishing her time in the academy.

Fei had invited Kara to join up once she became captain and realized that meant doing paperwork.

The other candidates were less notable to Nathan, other than Ciana. A pair of wolf beastkin, plus a huge girl with goat horns. The human woman wore a battlemage uniform, which set her apart.

“She’s my pick,” Sen mumbled, when Nathan stared at her.

“I’m not second guessing anyone,” he said. “You, Narime, and Fei have been going through everyone for weeks. I’ve given them all trial enhancements as well. Personally, I’d prefer to wait a few more months, but…” he trailed off, biting his lip.

Civil war loomed on the horizon. If something happened over winter, he needed Champions who knew how to protect his portals. Nathan felt confident he could enhance this batch without hurting anyone. Especially with all the mental magic training he had done.

He hadn’t probed Fyre again. She visited with Anna and kept trying to sneak into his bed, despite Fei’s efforts to keep her out. But Nathan didn’t feel confident enough to go back into her mousetrap of a mind.

The women in front of him stared at him nervously. He paced in front of them, looking each in the eyes.

“All of you know why you’re here. I’ve already spoken with each of you,” he said. “After today, you will be Champions. Defenders of the Anfang Empire. I will trust you with my life, the lives of thousands of soldiers, and millions of innocents who know nothing about the horrors of the demonic portals. The power and knowledge I will give you will allow you to fight. But they are useless if you will not fight.”

He stopped at the far end, then turned around. “This is your last chance to back away. Once you become a Champion, there is no turning back. You might find a new Bastion”—he received multiple looks of disbelief—“or even retire. But you will always be a Champion. The power never leaves you. The knowledge remains in your mind. I might ask you to do things you never thought imaginable.”

A long pause. Nathan waited for anybody to move or to say something.

Naturally, they didn’t. Ciana was already a Champion, so she didn’t need to hear this. Four of the five candidates were beastkin knights. He doubted they cared about his warning. The last one was a human battlemage, and he worried about her the most. But her expression expressed only conviction.

“I’ll explain how the process works now, and what happens afterward. If you choose to leave, no one will judge you. If you want to become a Champion, I will require you to affirm it, and I will know if you’re lying. As I’ve explained before, becoming a Champion allows me into your mind. I won’t read your thoughts or deepest secrets, but I will know things about you.”

Afterward, Nathan told them about the stages of gemming, and that they needed to decide on their enhancements. They could change them, but once they chose a gem, they were locked in for life. He then explained what their responsibilities would be once they become Champions.

Finally, he walked up to each woman. One-by-one, they confirmed that they wanted to be a Champion. Nathan enhanced them. Their minds quivered at his touch, and two of them actively fought him. His extensive experience—and one subtle use of mental magic to slip past mental defenses—allowed him to finish the process without harming anyone. Although they certainly enjoyed the process, judging by their lewd gasps and moans.

“I’ve never seen someone enhance five Champions at once before,” Narime commented afterward as she gave him a mug of coffee. “It’s as inappropriate as I expected.”

Ciana stood nervously in the courtyard, being watched by everyone. The new Champions watched her in a daze, sitting on chairs in the empty outdoor dining area. Sen drew a ritual circle around the horsegirl, saving Nathan the effort of doing it himself.

It also served as good practice for her. While Sen’s training had shifted back to being a spellblade, she still needed to remember how to cast rituals and the like.

“I’ll be honest, it’s concerning that it went so well,” Nathan told Narime. “Especially when some of them only have a few weeks of preparation.”

“That says a lot about your experience, doesn’t it?”

Maybe. He disliked the alternative.

That his ascended magic allowed him to bypass a lot of natural restrictions. Did he even need to wait out the usual time for a Champion to acclimate to the binding stone? If he could control magic itself, couldn’t he gem a Champion sooner with no ill effects?

Despite the danger, Nathan suspected he would be testing his theory sooner rather than later. Duogem Champions were far more powerful than monogem Champions. If he was able to give Ciana a second gem before the civil war broke out, it would make a huge difference.

For now, he would give Ciana her first gem.

Nathan undid the lock on the case he had brought out. Then he retrieved one of the velvet cases. Inside was a diamond gemstone, far larger than anything worn in any piece of jewelry. Other gemstones often appeared unrealistic given their size and shape, but diamonds were common enough that the sheer size of Champion gemstones stood out.

There was a reason they couldn’t be purchased on the open market. To say nothing of the magical processing they needed to go through in order to be safe for use in the gemming ceremony.

Gem quality was no joke. A Champion burdened with a low quality gemstone might never be able to receive a second gem, and would always lag behind others.

As expected from Leopold, Ciana’s diamonds were nearly perfect. They were nearly colorless, and Nathan didn’t see a single blemish inside it. The shape didn’t matter, as Nathan reformed it during the gemming ceremony to fit into the collarbone—but for the record, it was rounded, with dozens of flawless flat edges cut into it. Naturally, its magical conductivity was as high as any gemstone Nathan had used.

“She’s ready,” Sen chirped as she returned. “Stop staring at the gem and stick it in her.”

“Sen,” Narime chided.

Nathan rose and walked up to Ciana. She stared up at him with wide eyes. Her breathing accelerated with each step he took. The top of her uniform had been lowered, baring her shoulders, collarbone, and the top of her modest bust. She’d need to get it tailored later.

“Calm down,” he gently. “Nothing will go wrong.”

“I know, but..” She gulped. “What is the ritual circle for? I don’t recognize it.”

“I need to conserve energy for Astra’s ritual,” he explained. “It’s also safer.”

Nathan didn’t usually bother with the ritual circle. It was for Bastions who needed help to focus the energy from their binding stones. He knew what he was doing.

But he wanted to be extra cautious with Ciana.

“You’re certain you want a diamond,” he confirmed.

“Yes.” Her face filled with determination.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan let go of his concerns. Ciana wanted this.

He pressed the diamond against her collarbone. It exploded with light as he channeled energy into it. Ciana’s eyes widened, but she remained silent. Her tail nearly spun 360 degrees and her eyes shot up.

Over the course of close to a minute, Nathan pushed the diamond into Ciana’s body. Tears dripped down her face. Even so, she refused to make a noise.

The first gem always hurt the most.

Afterward, she remained standing. A crooked smile crossed her lips. He placed a hand on her head and tickled the white fluff in her ears. Before she growled at him, Nathan dove into her mind to finish the ceremony.

She welcomed him into her mind. His connection to her remained strong from the enhancement, and he followed the tether.

The moment he passed the outer layer of her mental defenses, he knew something was different.

Ciana’s emotions and thoughts wrapped around him. Not aggressively, but they were simply there. They circled him. Deeper and deeper he went, and more and more of her deepest emotions and memories wrapped themselves around him.

If he wanted to, he could reach out and learn her darkest secrets. Fei had bombarded him with her desire to ride his cock for all eternity. Ciana held back and simply ensconced him in herself.

Only when he reached her core did he realize what was going on. He needed to use her emotions and thoughts to forge the gem into her mind.

By doing this, her connection to him would become permanent. Enhancements weren’t permanent, even if they changed the bodies of Champions. Gems were.

Now that he knew how the tethers and binding stones worked, and their relation to mental magic, he understood the process so much better. He also knew how other Bastions had been able to read their Champions’ minds. Had they instinctively grasped mental magic, but kept it secret so that they weren’t accused of heresy? Nathan had only worked out how once he started investigating wards against mental magic.

This process didn’t just attach the gem to Ciana. It bound her mind and essence to the binding stone, using the gem and Nathan’s connection to the binding stone.

What were binding stones? Bastions bent reality with them. Messengers invaded Doumahr using them. Champions became demigods by binding their entire beings to them.

Was Omria herself connected to the binding stones?

Nathan realized his thoughts had drifted. But his realization felt important.

The gems weren’t powered by the Bastion. They were the powered by the binding stone, using the Bastion as a conduit.

Moving on, Nathan focused on Ciana. Her emotions and thoughts continued to circle him. He reached out to them in order to finalize the process, and he felt her.

These thoughts weren’t attacking him or attracted to him. They protected him. Ciana exuded protectiveness and love for him.

Nathan closed his eyes and grimaced as Ciana’s emotions washed over him. But he pushed on.

The process took almost as long as it had to give Fei her second gem. Nathan needed to exclude thoughts that weren’t related to the gem, but that was difficult.

When he finished, he knew two things. Ciana’s gem was far more powerful than most monogems.

And she was rutting.

Nathan filed away the latter thought, as the horsegirl did a great job hiding her lust for him. He only realized because some of her thoughts were a touch too lewd compared to her usual self.

Once the process was finished, he left. Ciana’s mind kept watch over him the entire time.

Ten minutes had passed outside. Nathan let her take a break. The other Champions led her to a seat and gave her a glass of water. They whispered and giggled to each other, and Ciana joined in slowly.

Nathan always found that aspect off-putting. He supposed he was touching the mind of a bunch of women, so it was natural they bonded and gossiped about him.

After a few minutes, Ciana rose. She brushed off the comforting hands of the other Champions with a smile.

“Can we find out what it does?” she asked Nathan brightly, her diamond gleaming with magic.

Nathan had an odd feeling about the gem. He always had a connection to his Champions, but this one felt stronger than normal. Something might go wrong. But he kept his expression neutral.

“I know you’re worried, but I want to know,” Ciana said, nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet.

He blinked. “Why do you think I’m worried?

“Aren’t you always worried?” She shrugged. “It’s just… a feeling.”

Was she like Seraph, who somehow monitored his emotions? But Seraph had years of experience. Ciana had only just been gemmed.

“Given what I put into the diamond, it should be a protective enhancement, rather than an ability. The first ability is more emotion-driven. Like with Fei, you’ll be able to choose your next one,” he explained.

Then he pointed at one of the wolf Champions he had given a strength enhancement to. “Punch Ciana.”

“Huh? You want me to hit her? Um, won’t that really hurt her? Like, I can bend steel normally, but now I can bend lots of steel,” the newly enhanced Champion said.

“Trust me. She’ll be fine,” Nathan said, not feeling as certain as he sounded.

Ciana gave him a look that he ignored.

Nervously, the wolf beastkin walked up to Ciana.

“Go ahead,” Ciana said, patting her shoulder.

The wolfgirl shrugged, then snapped out a punch that created its own wind.

A moment later, she jumped back, howling with pain. Ciana’s diamond glowed. Nathan felt a strange sensation, as if something was tugging at his link to her.

“I think I broke my hand!” the wolfgirl yelped.

Narime stepped in and used her regeneration magic. After a minute of wasted effort, the new human Champion stepped in and used her healing magic instead. It worked a lot better.

“What was that?” Ciana asked, looking at Nathan in surprise.

He grimaced. “Punch me next.”

The wolfgirl looked at him in horror. “No! I’ll hurt you.”

He laughed, then felt bad at the way her ears and tail dropped. Raising his hands, he apologized and explained himself.

“Even with a strength enhancement, any injury you do to me isn’t going to be that serious. I’m a Bastion with a bunch of binding stones. While I can’t fight Astra, I can handle a monogem Champion with an amethyst. You have a way to go before you can really harm me.”

The other Champions nodded along, although the wolfgirl didn’t look much happier. Even so, she still lined up and punched him. Nathan didn’t feel a thing.

Ciana’s gem lit up and that strange sensation appeared. The wolfgirl cursed and jumped away.

“That felt exactly the same as the last punch,” she howled, before walking away to be healed.

“That was…” Ciana trailed off, staring at Nathan.

“A sympathetic gem.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I had a hunch.”

“I don’t know what that is,” she murmured.

“They’re rare enough that nobody teaches anything about them,” he said. “Normally, they don’t occur until duogem or later. A Champion needs a very strong… dependent connection on their Bastion.” His expression darkened. “The downside is that the gem won’t function for other Bastions.”

Ciana didn’t react to that.

“It means your first gem is permanently linked to me.” He sighed.

“I don’t see the problem,” she said, staring at him with her bright blue eyes.

He didn’t press the topic. “It hopefully won’t ever matter. What it means is that we’re sharing strength. When you’re attacked, you borrow my physical strength and endurance. When I’m attacked, the reverse applies.”

Ciana pouted. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

“Not dying helps me stay safe,” he said drily. He reached out and ruffled her hair. “It’s a very powerful monogem enhancement. I just don’t like the implication behind it.”

Despite her look, he didn’t elaborate. The expressions on Narime’s and Sen’s faces said enough. Narime was old enough to know about sympathetic gems, and Ifrit must have explained them to Sen.

Nathan had fucked up. At some point, he’d somehow made Ciana mentally and emotionally dependent on him. Given how little he had interacted with her, he struggled to see how. Wasn’t that the whole point of keeping her at arm’s length and keeping her out of the war? To protect her?

Now that they had finished with Ciana’s ceremony, Astra moved into the center of the courtyard. She tilted her head and stared at him.

Time for the main event.


Chapter 27




“Me?” Astra asked.

“In about an hour,” Nathan said drily. “Do you have any idea how painful it is to reactivate your gems?”

“Yes.”

Oh, right. Of course she did. How many times had Astra lost her Bastion in the past?

“Need help?” She pointed at the crate that Sen began to carry over. “The trigem one is complicated.”

Nathan rolled his eyes as Sen began to pull out the catalysts. Astra had taught him this ritual. She was right that it was far more complicated, and he had needed to use it on Jafeila during the disaster that befell Trafaumh.

“You’ve already done enough,” he said.

She blinked at him.

As he had said, drawing the ritual took thirty minutes. The Champions watched with wide eyes as he and Sen drew three circles with connecting lines. Catalysts needed to be crushed and mixed in at different points. Piles needed to be built up in specific locations. Nathan cast several spells and wards during the process, in order to prevent anything from going wrong.

The last thing he needed was a servant running out and tripping. He had awful memories of losing expensive catalysts in his youth due to Vala dropping a plate of food.

Once down, he shooed Sen away. Nathan then stepped over the lines carefully. Once next to Astra, he reached out and pressed his palm against her gems.

Then he pumped every ounce of binding stone magic he had into them and the ritual circle.

The entire courtyard burst with brilliant light. The Champions covered their eyes, save for Astra, who didn’t move.

Slowly, Nathan felt the magic connect with Astra’s gems. Once they lit up, he immediately dove into her mind.

A broken tether hovered outside her mind. This once belonged to her old Bastion. Nathan saw dozens of others in the distance and gulped. He recognized this place.

Astra’s mind was a graveyard.

Something beckoned him from within her mind and he drifted toward it. Astra’s defenses brushed against him, but nothing more.

He suspected this would be the point he died, if she didn’t accept him. Astra’s mind felt tranquil and he felt nothing out of place. When he reached her core, he saw the many tethers hanging off it.

In his original world, he had left the tethers attached. As if that showed respect. This time, he removed them all. He didn’t know why. It just felt right to him.

One of those tethers couldn’t be severed. Nathan didn’t try a second time. His memory told him that this one hadn’t been there when he came here last time.

The magic he had pumped into the gems was fading. One of them remained active, however.

He needed to form a connection to her mind and reactivate her enhancement and gems before the magic ran out. Otherwise, the connection wouldn’t take.

Forming the connection didn’t take as long as he thought it would. When he left her mind, there was plenty of magic left.

Astra clapped. “Well done.”

“We’ll need to talk later about what I saw,” he said with a frown.

That other tether he saw made him wonder.

The morning had been busy, so he sent everyone on their way. For the rest of the day, he helped Sen with her spellblade training. Her main issue was maintaining multiple spells at once, but she was getting there.

For once, he actually had an empty bed. Fei had the night to herself but hadn’t returned from today’s mission. Some beastkin bandits had started raiding the county, and were supposedly based in the enclave, so she had gone there to handle them.

That meant he worked late into the night, practicing his ascended magic. When she still hadn’t returned, he took a shower. He didn’t bother dressing in full afterward, as he planned to sleep. Tomorrow was another day of planning and preparation.

Hushed voices greeted him when he returned to his bedroom. They sounded familiar.

Two very scantily clad beastkin women sat on his bed. One of them held onto the other, preventing her from escaping.

“Fei, what are you doing to Ciana?” Nathan asked, aware of what their nearly naked bodies were doing to his crotch.

“She needs your help,” Fei said, giving him a determined look. Her hands held Ciana by the waist.

Ciana squirmed in Fei’s grasp. She wore a simple cream nightgown with frills. It barely covered the top of her thighs and was sleeveless.

By contrast, Fei wore her usual nightwear: matching black lacy panties and bra. Nathan had seen her in them so many times now that he shouldn’t react to her, but that wasn’t how physical attraction worked.

“I’m fine,” Ciana said.

“You’re not. I’m not,” Fei insisted. “I’ve seen you sneaking pills. Let Nathan help you. He helps me.”

“Wait, Ciana—you’re already taking the medication?” Nathan asked. He walked over to her and held a hand against her forehead.

She burned up, but given the way her eyes glazed over and the sweet scent that tickled his nose, he doubted that had anything to do with being unwell.

“I… I’m handling it,” she mumbled.

He frowned. “How long?”

“Since we returned from the Spires.”

Sighing, Nathan pulled Fei off Ciana. Before she ran away, Nathan slipped between them and held both by their waists. Ciana froze, while Fei leaned into him with a moan.

Within seconds, Fei had Nathan’s cock out. His member slid free of his pants and hardened to its full length with a few strong pumps of her hand. The catgirl giggled when she saw Ciana’s fingers slip beneath her nightgown.

“This can be yours,” Fei whispered. “You’re rutting. It’s natural for us to be tamed. Let Nathan make you feel good.”

Ciana swallowed, her eyes wide and staring at the rock hard prick in front of her. Then she shook her head.

“I want you, Nathan,” she said, looking up at him. “But… can it be normal? I don’t want my first time with you to be like this.” Her eyes watered.

Damn. That face was unfair. Her puppy dog eyes destroyed his defenses.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he said. “Everything is your choice.”

She sighed in relief. Fei pouted, although her hands didn’t stop pumping him.

“But I will say that you should think carefully about how to manage your rutting. If you have it under control, then you don’t need sex to decrease your libido,” he explained. “Especially in your first year, the rutting can be chaotic. Next year, I’ll only need to take care of you for a month at most.”

“A month?” Ciana squealed.

“It’s not that bad, actually. In any case, if you really think you’re fine, you can go.” He brushed his hands through her hair and tickled her ear.

He felt the shudder that ran through her body at his touch. The fact she gasped, stuck her tongue out, and filled his nose with her arousal only made it easier.

“But otherwise, you might want to join Fei,” he said.

“Oh, am I teaching her how to suck cock?” Fei asked with a grin.

“Aren’t you the jealous one?” Nathan asked.

“But Ciana’s so cute and cuddly,” Fei protested. She crawled around behind Nathan and wrapped her arms around the horsegirl. “How can I not want to be pressed against her, hear her moan and squeal, and feel your long, hard dick move through her body?”

The catgirl’s green eyes gleamed with mischief. She knew exactly what her words were doing to Ciana, and to Nathan.

“Fei, stop messing with Ciana. I’ll gag you if you’re a bad kitty,” he warned.

Fei blinked. “That doesn’t sound that bad.”

“Bad kitty.” He bopped her on the head lightly and she giggled.

Despite that, he quickly found himself with two beastkin kneeling in front of him. Ciana’s hot breath blew over his shaft. She nearly went cross-eyed staring at it.

“How does this fit down my throat?” she mumbled.

“Don’t go that deep for your first time,” Fei advised. “Taste the tip. Savor it. We can alternate, and I’ll let you have the first meal.”

“Meal?”

“Fei, don’t teach her your perverted ways,” Nathan said.

“Aww.”

Ciana’s blue eyes looked up at him uncertainly. Then she smiled. Both hers and Fei’s tails swished back and forth behind their curvy asses. From this position, Nathan saw right down the horsegirl’s top. She wasn’t wearing any underwear and her hardened nipples pressed against the thin fabric.

Next to her, Fei’s beautiful, curvaceous body was on full show as always. Her fingers dug into her panties with lewd, wet noises while she waited for her turn. The black color of her underwear hid the juices soaking them and pouring down her legs.

Nathan ran his hand through Ciana’s platinum-blonde hair before tickling one of her ears. She moaned softly.

Then she leaned forward and closed her mouth over his tip. She watched him closely. He kept a hand close to her horn, just in case it got too close to him for comfort.

“Use your tongue,” Fei advised. “He likes that.”

“I think she can work it out,” Nathan said. “Make yourself useful.”

She rolled her eyes, before ducking in and taking both of his balls in her mouth. He groaned as he came under assault from both angles.

Ciana bobbed back and forth gently, her tongue running circles around his tip. She licked, sucked, and lapped at him. Her movements were slow, but having his loyal Champion clamped on his cock was arousing enough.

Below her, Fei fingered herself while suckling on his balls. She gasped and moaned. The sounds rumbling into his crotch, increasing his pleasure.

After a few minutes, Fei gently pushed Ciana off. Then she took Nathan’s cock all the way down her throat. Her eyes curved in pleasure as she pressed her lips against his body.

She tried to say something, but the fat dick in her throat made it unintelligible.

“Wow,” Ciana said with wide eyes. “Her throat is bulging. Am I going to do that?”

Fei pulled herself off. “If you want to. Maybe not tonight.”

Despite that, Ciana still tried. She bobbed back and forth along his length furiously. Her attempts to take him all the way failed, as his tip filled her little throat and she froze each time.

The fingers of each beastkin pried into each other, and they moaned sweeter and sweeter with each passing second. They covered the floor with their juices and ran their tongues and mouths along his cock.

Nathan felt his climax approaching. Fei spotted it, and pushed Ciana against him. The catgirl grinned as he groaned and threaded his fingers through Ciana’s hair.

He came. Searing ropes of his seed flooded Ciana’s mouth. Her eyes widened. But Fei was behind her, her huge tits pressed against Ciana’s back and her fingers pushing the horsegirl to orgasm.

Drops of white escaped Ciana’s lips as he pumped his load into her mouth. She spasmed as Fei pushed her to climax, giggling the entire time.

Nathan slid his cock out of Ciana, then rested it on her face. She looked up at him, mouth open and full of his cum. Then she smiled, swallowed, and ran her tongue along his full length.

“My turn,” Fei chirped as she pushed Ciana out of the way.

The night wasn’t too long. Fei quickly grew bored of oral sex, and Nathan didn’t let her tempt Ciana into something she’d regret. They snuggled up together in bed after a brief shower.

“Thank you,” Ciana mumbled to him before they dozed off.

It had been a good night and left a pleasant memory. News would arrive shortly that made him value nights like this.


Chapter 28




An unsettling chill blew over Doumahr. A blizzard swept south from the Far Reaches, covering the north of Doumahr in snow and ice, and sending snowstorms flurrying south. Winter arrived with terrifying force.

Nathan found himself less busy than he expected. Everyone knew the dangers of a freezing winter. The beastkin feared them and flocked together almost reflexively. Narime had centuries of experience preparing and managing responses to them. Seraph and Anna knew how to manage them.

Even Fei and Sen had their share of experiences to draw on.

The result was an almost effortless response from his Champions across the entire duchy. Fei and Sen organized the Champions to both defend the portals while providing relief efforts to towns and villages. Caravans of supplies carved their way through snowed out roads and passes with the help of Nathan’s military.

Seraph and her army of clerks kept the logistics running. Nathan’s paranoia paid off, ensuring there were plentiful supplies. They still needed to keep on top of them. Some warehouses and granaries were less prepared than others. Supplies were shifted to safer locations.

Throughout it all, Narime and Sunstorm kept an eye on politics across the Empire. Sunstorm’s gem ability allowed her to move largely unimpeded through the snow, although she demanded long heated sessions of sex whenever she made it back to Gharrick Pass. Nathan didn’t complain about those.

In Aleich, the Princes College unanimously voted to suspend the winter session of the Diet. Anna spoke with Alice, the archdukes, and the other dukes over the wireless. Apparently, it was a very brief meeting. Nobody wanted to leave their comfortable mansions in the cold, let alone abandon their territories in such a tumultuous time. The Amica dukes were even less interested in traveling across the length of the Empire during the coldest winter in decades.

The other nobles were told they could go to the capital if they wanted to. But no votes would be held and none of the committees with the dukes would sit.

Naturally, nobody turned up. Anna was flooded with a flurry of letters advising her that various committees, working groups, and other social groups would gather in spring instead. Quite a few nobles expressed a desire to visit her, instead of Aleich. Both she and Alice found themselves playing host to a number of bored nobles, whose usual entertainment had frozen over.

Slowly but surely, the Empire ground to a cold and bitter halt.

With less time spent managing everything and his Champions busier than ever, Nathan instead found himself focused on other matters. He continued to train Vera, slowly but surely. Much of it was theoretical, but he expected to give her hands-on binding stone training within a few months.

Fyre continued to concern him. Her behavior was perfect, if he excepted her agitating against the Nationalists. Given the rising tensions in the Empire, he didn’t have an excuse to say anything about that.

Maybe he was being paranoid about her. He doubted that.

As agreed with Alice, Astra maintained a low profile. Fortunately, the Spires requested her help dealing with the invasions. Winter prevented them from rotating out the Champions they left in the Houkeem Desert. The Bastions wanted to give the Champions a chance to relax.

Nathan had vetoed their attempt to send Astra east. He didn’t know why they had wanted Astra near Tharban, but he didn’t care. Instead, he went over their heads.

“You know, I didn’t expect you to show up in person,” Dmitri said as he led Nathan and Fei into his suite in the upper Jormun Spire. “But who I am to refuse such a magnificent gift.”

He hefted the engraved silver and glass case full of chocolates and expensive liqueurs. “Sureev brings me back the occasional bottle on his trips, but I’ve never been willing to admit to my sweet tooth. How did you know?”

Fortunately, Nathan had an ace up his sleeve. “Do you need me spell out your childhood sweetheart?”

Dmitri stared at him, then his youthful smile broke out in a broad grin. “So daring. Hah. Yes, I used to badger Astra all the time. Figures she’d tell you my secrets. Guess I don’t have a chance.” He shook his head.

They settled onto some cushions. Dmitri had a dark elf servant pour Imperial lagers for all of them.

“I figured you’d prefer the taste of home,” he said. “Cheers.”

They drank, then moved onto business. Fei looked around the opulently furnished suite, openly gawking at the centuries of history on display.

“If the Bastions are really having trouble, then I can send Astra here. Forselle Valley isn’t in danger of freezing over,” Nathan said.

“Fair. They’re not interested in her, though.”

“Of course not.” Nathan scoffed. “She’s interested in coming back, however. And I doubt you want to let the Bastions have their way. Call their bluff. They’ve made noise about how tired their Champions are. I can arrange for reinforcements in the Houkeem Desert, and send Astra here.”

Dmitri laughed. “You really like pissing people off, don’t you? There are lots of rumors flying around about you. Plenty of people don’t think you’re the real deal. But Astra trusts you. I can see why. You have a deal. Send her up here. It’s not like she’s in any danger. What are they going to do, shatter their skulls on her fists? If you like, send your catgirl up, too. She seemed pretty feisty when she lit up that Champion in front of us.”

Fei’s tail and ears shot up in response, and she retreated behind Nathan.

“I think you have your answer,” Nathan drawled.

With Dmitri’s assistance, Nathan arranged for Astra to spend winter in the Spires. Fei remained behind.

“Why?” the dark elf asked him on the day she was to leave.

“Words,” he reminded her for the thousand time in the past couple of months. “And shouldn’t you have asked me that before today?”

She glared at him. “You know what I mean.”

“Because you miss your home.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I’m your Champion.”

“Then go help me piss off some assholes in the Spires. They tried some political play, and I’m turning it on its head. If anything odd happens, let me know. We still don’t know who was really involved in the coup,” he explained.

Then he gave Astra a pat on the back, before pushing away. She strode off with a flippant wave. A horseless carriage took her to the Spires.

Winter continued. One morning, Nathan woke up to see Alice’s mirror glowing on his desk. He grit his teeth and rushed over. The flashing lights meant she had tried to contact him. His attempts to reach her failed.

Fei stirred in his bed, pawing at the indentation in sheets where he had lain. She rolled into it and stuck her arms and legs in the air.

“Nathan,” she moaned. “Come back to bed.”

He froze, the words triggering a flood of memories. His tongue caught in his throat. She had said those exact words the morning the Jafeila from his world had died.

This time, he didn’t tell her to go back to sleep.

“Come on, Fei. Up we get,” he said, hefting the catgirl up from the covers.

“Eh?” she squawked, flailing around.

He dragged her into the shower despite her protestations. It was a short one, and he roughly brushed out her tail and hair afterward. She didn’t fight him, which he was thankful for.

“Something’s wrong,” she said, looking up at him.

“Maybe,” he grunted out.

“I saw the mirror. Alice?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

“Nathan,” she growled. “Words.”

Despite himself, he laughed. “Sorry, Fei. I just don’t like this morning.”

“It’s okay. I’m here. We’re all here,” she said. “It will be different.” She looked him in the eye.

He froze and looked away. “Can’t slip anything past you, can I?”

“Nope.”

Afterward, both of them walked up to his office. He found Seraph already inside, talking to Anna over the wireless. She frowned at him once she spotted Fei.

“He’s here,” Seraph said, then disconnected the wireless. It let out a whine. “Don’t tell me you knew this was going to happen?”

“No, but Alice tried to contact me. That’s not good,” he said.

“Ah. So you’re just jumpy. You have that look in your eyes that suggests you’re about to have a bad day.” Seraph slipped on top of the desk. “The Emperor collapsed. Alice is in a panic.”

Nathan clenched his fists.

But Seraph continued, “Don’t worry. He’s not dead. In fact, he’s already awake and lively. But there are a score of mages trying to work out what happened. Alice can’t keep this secret for very long. Things are about to get rapidly worse.”

“I need to go to Aleich,” Nathan declared.

Easier said than done. Taking a carriage could take over a week in the current weather. While he doubted Nationalists would storm the palace in that time, he refused to leave Alice by herself until he confirmed the current situation for himself.

Fortunately, he had a beautiful mystic fox with teleportation powers. After an hour of tail fluffing, he convinced her to travel with him to Aleich. They would need to take multiple jumps, but could reach the city by nightfall. He let Alice know, then they set off.

“We could have left earlier if you didn’t assault me,” Narime whined during a break.

“You weren’t complaining while my hands were in your tails.” He wiggled his fingers at her, and she curled her tails around her body.

“It’s a little hard to complain when you’re turning my brain into mush,” she responded.

They stood in a small forest, surrounded by snow and leafless trees. Nothing moved nearby. Nathan watched his breath mist in front of his face due to the cold.

“While I don’t mind seeing this protective side of you, you should calm down,” the fox murmured to him. Her arms wrapped around him, and her tails warmed him up. “Alice won’t need you to panic over her. She needs you to be her rock and to guide her.”

“I never realized I was this transparent,” Nathan said.

“Only to those who know you. And it’s a good trait. We like being able to predict at least some of what you’re doing. Knowing that you’ll charge across the Empire in a heartbeat if we’re in danger makes me fall for you all over again.” Narime giggled when he looked at her. “What? You are.”

After a short break, they resumed their journey. The sun had only begun to set by the time they reached the palace. Better time than Nathan expected.

The palace appeared to be functioning as normal from the outside. Once inside, appearances changed. Royal knights escorted him to the Emperor’s bedroom in the rear of the palace.

Mages, servants, and knights massed outside. Nathan stepped past them, guided by his escorts.

Inside, he saw the Emperor lying on a genuinely palatial bed. He looked emaciated and old, his chest bared. Despite that, the old man argued with the robed mages by his bedside in a booming voice.

For a moment, Nathan met the Emperor’s eyes. Then the Emperor gestured to the corner and ignored Nathan.

Following the gesture, Nathan saw Alice sitting in the corner by herself. She still wore a black nightgown, although she wore a thick shawl over the top. Given it was winter, her clothes covered almost her entire body.

“Alice,” Nathan said, approaching her. Narime followed him.

Alice didn’t respond and simply stared at the Emperor. A cup of cold tea sat next to her.

Clicking his tongue, Nathan grabbed her arm. She froze and looked up at him in a panic. After a moment, she relaxed.

“Nathan, when did you get here?” she murmured.

“Let’s go for a walk,” he said. Before she could protest, he added, “If His Majesty is in good enough health to argue with his physicians, he doesn’t need you to watch over him. Let’s get some food and drink.”

The knights saluted at him as he left, and he caught the whispered “thanks” from several. One subtly directed him to a nearby dining kitchen. Nathan saluted in return. He didn’t know this section of the palace.

The kitchen contained several servants, who stood around looking worried. Leaving Narime to keep Alice company, Nathan slipped inside and asked the servants to prepare food for them. He also asked them to contact the princess’s aides and gather a change of clothes for her.

Then he dragged Alice into a nearby receiving room and plonked her on top of a plush sofa. He sat next to her, while Narime lounged opposite them, stretching out her tails.

A pair of familiar catgirl Champions lurked nearby. One at the door, and another in the corner. Nathan nodded at them, and they saluted in return with smiles. They were the duogem beastkin that had assisted him when Anna had been attacked in summer.

“I’m sorry,” were the first words out of Alice’s mouth.

“Don’t apologize for not being a literal goddess,” Nathan said. She blinked at him. “Do you have the power to prevent the Emperor from growing old?”

“Of course not,” Alice spat in indignation.

Good. He wanted some emotion out of her.

“Then you don’t have anything to be sorry for. He’s growing old, Alice. I’m guessing that’s what the mages are saying?” He raised an eyebrow.

She closed her eyes. “They’re… He’s not that old. Why can’t their magic heal him? They’re saying something about his heart, and how they can’t make it better. But isn’t that what healing magic does?”

Narime opened her mouth to say something, but looked at Nathan before she did so. He gestured for her to speak.

“Magic doesn’t make us immortal,” the fox said gently. “We can’t undo age. Healing and regeneration spells only restore our bodies to their recent state. That’s why even Champions grow old. At some point, you’re healing a heart, a lung, or a brain that has been failing for years.”

“Aren’t there mages who know how to make it better?” Alice asked.

“That’s a major field of research for magical science,” Nathan explained.

Or at least, it was right now. In his world, medical advances had been put aside in favor of fighting the demons. But in peace, longevity mattered more. Creating healing spells that could undo damage or a way for mages to use magic to halt aging entirely was the ultimate goal of almost every magical research institute on Doumahr.

Alice fell silent and looked down.

Before long, the servants arrived with food. They kept it simple—simple for the palace, that is. Scrambled eggs with herbs, sauerkraut, and potted fish from the nearby river, plus a simple white sauce.

Nathan didn’t miss the other plates they had on the serving cart, which were kept warm using a magical heating element.

“What was it like outside?” Alice asked, changing the subject.

“I couldn’t tell that anything had happened. But with so many mages here…” he trailed off.

“I figured. The Nationalists won’t be able to move quickly, as the Diet isn’t sitting and they are scattered across the Empire. But they’ll start raising questions.” She bit her lip.

“They’ll want an election,” Nathan said.

“Yes. If Grandpa isn’t well, it stands that the Diet should be called and a replacement chosen. But the process could take all year. The Emperor needs to make a declaration to the Diet. Then applicants need to step forth, be filtered for eligibility, then voted on multiple times. It goes on and on. Grandpa was under consideration for nearly two years,” Alice explained.

“That gives us a lot of time,” Narime said, although her eyebrows shot up at the news of how slow the Diet moved.

“Maybe, but it will also allow the Nationalists to choose someone to rally behind. And they might request Grandpa to step down in the meantime.”

“He’s arguing with his mages. I’m pretty sure he’ll tell the Diet to go fuck themselves,” Nathan said bluntly.

Alice giggled in response, nearly coughing up a mouthful of food.

“Removing an elected emperor is nearly impossible. I doubt they’ll do it. But questions have been raised about…” She paused. “Me.”

“Running for empress? Or about the fact you’re doing the Emperor’s job?” Nathan asked.

“Both. Nobody wants a civil war. Overriding the constitution would likely cause one. But if Grandpa worsens, we can…” She stopped, then hiccupped. “I’m sorry.”

“Take your time,” he said. He held her against himself while she composed herself.

Unfortunately, the change of clothes arrived. Nathan badgered her to change, then left while Narime helped her. When he returned, Alice was being comforted.

“I don’t want him to go,” she cried.

Nathan pulled her into his arms. Nothing else was discussed that night. He kept her company until she dozed off in his arms, then carried her to her room.

Like last time, he was given a guest room next to hers. Unlike last time, he didn’t bother using it. Nathan had plenty of experience sleeping in chairs. He made good use of it to keep an eye on Alice, while Narime contacted Seraph using the wireless.

The next two days showed a slow and gradual improvement in the Emperor’s condition. Alice returned to her duties, which were now indistinguishable from the Emperor’s.

Princess Alice Arangar ran the Empire in all but name.

On the third morning, a Champion interrupted breakfast between Nathan and Alice.

“His Majesty wishes to have morning tea with you, Lord Nathan,” the Champion told him.

“Even the Champions call you Lord,” Alice teased.

He left and followed his escort to the Emperor’s bedroom. The crowd from the other day was missing. Instead, the Emperor sat outside in a large courtyard. Heaters glowed around him, ensuring that he didn’t feel the chill, and Nathan felt the power of countless wards and barriers in the air.

“Ah, Nathan, join me,” the Emperor said, waving the Champion away. “I figured we could chat over some coffee. Help yourself to the food.”

The Emperor sat beside a large table which contained a steaming pot of coffee and a serving tray loaded with food. Various breads, pastries, sausages, and extravagant desserts met Nathan’s eyes. Despite being winter, the Emperor wanted for nothing.

Nathan doubted this was normal. He ate with Alice every morning, and her meals had as much preserved food as what he served at Gharrick Pass. While much of this food was also preserved, it was also a show of respect for the Emperor by his staff. They had likely raided their food stocks for him.

Unlike last time, the old man was properly dressed. He didn’t bother with the cloak, however.

“No beastkin?” Nathan asked, looking around for the women he knew attended to the Emperor.

Chuckling, the Emperor said, “I’m spending time with them elsewhere in the palace. Things have been difficult lately. I don’t want their last memories of me to be of a gaggle of mages waving their hands in the air and shouting strange words. A man can have his pride, can’t he?”

When the Emperor raised his mug of coffee, Nathan clinked his against it in return. They drank in silence for a short while.

“I’m sorry that we never had the chance to have that chat I wanted,” the old man said.

“Isn’t that what this is?”

“Hah. True.” A sigh. “I can trust you with Alice. You’ve proven that. Everything you’ve done so far speaks greatly of you as a man and a Bastion of Omria. I wanted the goddess to provide me with a path, when everything seemed shrouded in darkness. While my path may remain dark, yours and Alice’s is brighter than I ever imagined.”

Once again, Nathan felt at a loss for words.

What do you say to a man who is facing death? Especially when he is passing his legacy on to you?

“I doubt I need to tell you what to do, or give you objectives, or any such nonsense,” the Emperor said. “Truthfully, you’re moving with an alacrity that suggests you know more than I do. Today is simply a way to talk with the man that my beloved granddaughter fell in love with.”

Nathan nearly choked on the slice of apple turnover he was chewing. The Emperor chuckled in response.

“It is fairly obvious,” the old man said. “I’ve always been worried about her. Such a tomboy. Refusing to wear dresses. Sticking to her grandfather despite all the political problems it causes. Hans and I tried to find a suitor for her, but she chased them all away. Then she bumped into you while rampaging around like usual, and transformed into a princess overnight.”

“Maybe,” Nathan said.

“There’s no maybe about it. It’s a good thing. I had Leo for my reign. But while we were friends, I feel that I burdened him with too much and gave him too little. You can be Alice’s equal, in a way that Leo never felt he was.”

“And? What of the constitution?”

“Burn it,” the Emperor said simply. Then chuckled. “Well, maybe don’t go that far. But the Empire has changed over millennia. It can survive the granddaughter of an archduke becoming empress. Sometimes, the rules get in the way of the best solution. And nobody wants Tharban on the throne, or one of his patsies. No offense.”

“None taken. He might be my father, but it doesn’t mean much,” Nathan said.

“I’d say you take after your mother more. An excellent countess, who made a single foolish mistake,” the Emperor said suddenly. “Do you still have her mirror?”

“Mirror?” Nathan froze.

It came back to him. When he first arrived in this world, he had found a small hand mirror in his belongings. That same mirror still sat in the bottom of a drawer in his bedroom back in Gharrick Pass.

He had always felt that Alice’s mirror felt familiar. No wonder. He had seen the exact same mirror almost a full year earlier.

“I do.” Nathan frowned. “Do you know who has the other one?”

“Ah, you only have one of the pair? Unfortunate. Those mirrors are rare. If they’re not responding to it, I imagine the other half is in Tharban’s possession. Or perhaps somewhere else entirely. When your mother passed, he sold most of her estate in a rage. Such a petty man.”

A memory came to Nathan’s mind. Tharban had been forced into the marriage with Nathan’s mother, and her death had enraged the man. His response had been to destroy and sell off as much of her legacy as possible, despite the attempts of her family to intervene.

“I’ll need to look into the sale records,” Nathan said.

“Good. You should focus on your mother’s legacy, not Tharban’s,” the Emperor said.

They chatted about this and that. At some point, Alice’s childhood came up, and the Emperor did what doting grandparents usually did by bringing up embarrassing stories. Nathan stored these away in his mind, aware that Alice must never know that he knew about them.

The coffee pot ran empty, and Nathan realized he had whiled away over an hour here. A comfortable silence settled over them.

Questions ate at Nathan, some of them deeply discomforting.

Why had he never experienced anything like this in Falmir? Had everything he thought he had with Charlotte been insincere?

More pertinently, he needed to ask one thing of the aging ruler in front of him.

“Your Majesty, I have a rather serious topic to raise,” Nathan said.

“Hmm. I can imagine a few. Go ahead. I doubt there is much meaning to remaining silent, even if Leo might believe otherwise.”

“Did you have any connection to the cascade in the Spires?” Nathan asked.

The Emperor chuckled, deep and hearty. Too deeply, even. He coughed, and slapped himself on the chest. No guards stood nearby, so Nathan rose to help him, but was waved off.

“I’m fine. Goddess, you surprised me. So blunt. Ambassador Sureev made an interesting comment that you were fearless. Did you ask the Council something similar?” The Emperor’s eyes twinkled.

“I didn’t waste my time.”

“So you would have, if you felt they’d answer truthfully. Impressive.” After finishing a slice of pumpkin pie, the Emperor gave an answer, “Yes and no. I am connected to the web through the Council. Councillor Veleria is an old friend of mine. Like you and Alice, we have our own pair of mirrors. I was leaning on her for support against the Federation.”

“And the cascade?” Nathan pressed.

“While the goddess may have provided it to us, I had no direct role. My suspicion is that my intervention triggered opposition in the Spires. The Empire is an age old foe of the Spires, after all. Although we are all believers, we once aspired to control all of Doumahr.” The old man grimaced. “I doubt it was divine intervention, however. An intentional cascade is true heresy, beyond what you accused Torneus of. Divine providence protected us from evil, and Leo nearly died for it.”

Divine providence, huh. Nathan didn’t correct the Emperor.

After all, the true reason the Empire and Federation had been able to resist the cascade was the opposite of divine. If even someone as devout as the Emperor couldn’t tell the difference, did Omria even matter?

To Nathan, the only thing that made a difference were his actions. Right now, those were to protect the Empire and all of Doumahr. His enemies would strike soon and he planned to be ready.


Chapter 29




Leopold arrived at the palace several days later, along with his closest Champion, Mae.

“Has word leaked?” Nathan asked him, surprised to see the old Bastion.

They strode through the empty grand hall. Water ran down the outside of the ceiling and windows, as the wards of the palace melted the falling snow upon impact with the palace.

“Unfortunately. I had hoped to buy more time by staying away. The Princes College has arranged to speak over the wireless,” Leopold answered.

“Alice mentioned that something had been arranged. She planned to have the Emperor step in, but if they already know then I’ll tell her not to bother,” Nathan said, gesturing a royal knight over.

After he relayed the message for Alice, he and Leopold headed for the inner throne room. It was empty now. Maylis spent most of her time in the castle overlooking the city, leaving the defense of the Emperor to hers and the Spymasters’ Champions.

“How did they find out? The mages?” Nathan asked.

“Your absence was noted.”

“What?”

“You’re a very popular man. When you up and vanish, many people take note. Some of us already suspected that anything involving you might create waves, given the movement the beastkin are creating across the Empire.” Leopold chuckled and slapped his arm, where a beastkin might wear Nathan’s crest. “After the Spires incident, that theory was confirmed.”

Damn. Nathan knew that would come back to bite him.

“In other words, my army mobilized and people noticed,” he said drily.

“Not this time. Your knights are already very active, given the weather. Instead, it was your little movement of beastkin.” Leopold gestured to his arm, where someone might display a crest. “Which has made things both better and worse. Better, because nobody can accuse you of preparing for civil war, as you didn’t take action yourself. Worse, because everyone noticed.”

“Is that what they’re discussing over the wireless?” Nathan asked.

Leopold shrugged. “I doubt it. They need to consider whether to recall the Princes College. Tharban is already returning.”

“What happened to defending the Houkeem Desert?”

“Like he cares,” the old Bastion growled. “Plus, you convinced Terrius and Ilmarn to send additional Champions there.”

“Then all we can do is wait.”

And wait they did.

Narime brought Fei and Sen to the palace in the time they had, in anticipation of something going horribly wrong. If the Nationalists tried something, it would be here.

While Maylis defended the palace, Nathan didn’t trust her to stop a coup attempt if the Emperor wasn’t directly threatened.

Things finally came to a head nearly two weeks later. Winter held strong, but it was now well into January. Nathan had returned to Gharrick Pass for days at a time. Creating a gateway to Aleich had been on his mind, but he needed a suitable location for it. Fortifying one hadn’t been possible. Maylis held both suitable locations, and had vetoed his request.

So he relied on Narime, and kept his movements limited.

But Tharban eventually arrived in Aleich, which meant confrontation approached. Nathan shifted to the palace again.

He passed the time by training Sen, and continuing to do his paperwork. Alice had given him room in her obscenely huge office. The only condition was that he wasn’t allowed to have sex in it.

Later, she added the condition that he wasn’t allowed to play with the tails of his Champions, after she spent an hour listening to Narime’s moaning.

“Do you think Tharban will try to remove Grandpa?” Alice asked one day.

“Didn’t you already head that off?” he replied, busy reading through a proposal to add a massive hot spring below Gharrick Pass. Apparently Narime wrote it.

“It wasn’t unanimous. The Amica dukes don’t see the point in starting the election process in winter, when the spring session is so soon,” Alice said. “But Tharban might want a declaration from Grandpa.”

“And? Let him try. The Emperor’s hatred for Tharban is public knowledge.”

“But if they meet—”

“They won’t. Maylis will turn Tharban into a pancake before that happens. While she’ll stand by and let everyone squabble over the throne, she won’t let Tharban touch the Emperor,” Nathan said.

Footsteps thundered down the hall outside the office. Both of them paused. Fei looked up from where she lounged on the sofa, before rising and walking to the door.

Someone knocked, then entered. A royal knight poked his head in, and two more stood behind him.

“Your Imperial Highness, Count von Straub is approaching the palace with an armed retinue,” the knight said. “We are here to—”

“Thank you. Nathan, let’s go,” Alice said, rising from her seat.

Nathan joined her after a moment. His mind didn’t instantly recognize the name, as very few people called Tharban by his surname or title.

The knight turned and stared at Nathan. He felt the pressure from that stare, but shook his head at the knight.

“Where’s Bastion Leopold?” Nathan asked the knight.

“He’s already in the grand hall.”

“He knows?”

“Yes. He informed us after the Spymaster’s agents spotted the count,” the knight said. Then he paused, and glanced at Alice surreptitiously.

Nathan got the point. “Fei, give Alice a hand. You’ll stick to her like glue.”

The look he received from Alice was murderous, but she allowed Fei to chase her to one side of the office. Fei would keep her safe.

The knight leaned in and said, “Bastion Maylis’s orders are to avoid confrontation. But I can gather those knights loyal to you, my lord.”

Something about the intonation of “my lord” threw Nathan off. Very few people called him that. Everyone called him Nathan, sir, Bastion, or Lord Nathan.

But there was one horse beastkin who insisted on calling him “my lord.” Nathan glanced past the royal knight, and spotted the telltale signs of a tail swishing under a tabard.

“His Majesty’s safety is paramount,” Nathan insisted. The knight stiffened. “But I’ll take everyone you can spare so long as you can remember that.”

“Yes, my lord!” the knight shouted, straightening and snapping off a noisy salute. He turned to the other knights. “Escort Her Imperial Highness to the grand hall. I will see you there shortly.”

He rushed off.

Nathan and the others began their walk to the grand hall. Word spread quickly despite the size of the palace. The clerks and servants kept to their stations, giving the building an eerie feel. Each footstep they took echoed down the palatial stone and steel halls.

“What was that about?” Alice asked.

“Tharban’s potentially going to pull a coup. We need to be ready,” Nathan replied.

“I see.”

By the time they arrived in the grand hall, their guests had already arrived.

A dozen finely dressed men stood at the far end of the hall, accompanied by a handful of female Champions and a single noblewoman. Nathan guessed her to be one of their wives, although he didn’t know if she had dragged her husband here or if it was the other way around.

Nurevia stood next to Tharban. She grimaced when she spotted Nathan enter the hall, and looked away. Tharban had one other Champion with him—a blonde sorceress in an elegant white robe with two sapphires.

Leopold and his Champion stood in front of the throne. The duogem catgirls from the Spymaster accompanied him, their short swords bared. Royal knights and guards formed a rough circle in the hall, roughly centered on Tharban’s group.

“Bring him out!” Tharban shouted.

The crowd nodded along with him. Nathan recognized most of them from the Diet he had attended earlier in the year. Two of the others wore Bastion uniforms, and presumably controlled the other Champions. Nathan recognized one from his world, although only vaguely. None of the Champions jogged his memory.

“His Majesty is recuperating,” Alice declared as she stepped forward. “You will be able to speak with him once he has recovered.”

“So you admit that he’s unwell? Then he’s unfit to remain Emperor,” Tharban shouted.

Jeers rose up from the Nationalists. They pointed and shouted. Nathan imagined they had practiced this, but they didn’t have the mass of angry followers they likely expected to have with them.

For once, Nathan felt thankful for this bitter winter.

“Stop wasting everyone’s time, Tharban,” Nathan said aloud. “You don’t lose your county every time you hit yourself in the face with your own sword and need a week off to recover. His Majesty will be fine.”

“The fuck was that, you little shit?” Tharban growled, stomping forward.

Nurevia and the blonde sorceress physically stopped him. The blonde shot Nathan a dirty look, and he simply returned it with a raised eyebrow.

“Was I wrong?” Nathan asked.

“The Empire needs strength right now. Not a shriveled prune who can barely walk and lets this pathetic slut run things for him,” Tharban said after he straightened up. “Gorthal needs to admit he’s done. For once in his life, he should use his spine and step down.”

This time, the Nationalists didn’t jeer. They watched the knights and Champions warily.

In turn, they were glared down. The knights clenched their weapons tighter and the Champions in the room bared their teeth.

“Calm down,” Nathan said to the beastkin Champions. Only Leopold’s Champion, Mae, had kept her cool.

“But—” Fei mumbled.

“The words of a dumb asshole don’t hurt anyone. Let him say stupid shit all he likes,” Nathan said. “What will hurt is reacting to them as if he does matter.”

“I can hear you,” Tharban shouted.

Nathan rolled his eyes. This was becoming genuinely juvenile.

Unfortunately, that was exactly Tharban’s intention. By forcing a confrontation like this, Tharban dragged everyone down to his level. They all became covered in mud. Tharban reveled in it, because he spent every day mired in muck, but it would cling to Alice and Nathan.

Before Nathan could deescalate, footsteps thundered behind them. Too late, he realized his mistake.

Dozens of royal knights poured into the rear of the grand hall.

Every single one of them wore Nathan’s crest openly.

Well, shit.

“There’s something to be said for subtlety,” Leopold chided him, but he was smiling.

“I didn’t expect them to wear the damn things.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“We don’t pay the knights to think about politics. That’s our job. Remember that in the future. Your Champions are different, but the soldiers and knights just want to stab everything that opposes you,” Leopold said.

Even after all this time, Nathan still had things to learn. Well, Leopold did have a couple of decades on him.

“I see how this is,” Tharban said, a smirk on his face. “A coup.”

Alice’s face paled.

“Ah, yes. A coup,” Nathan said drily. “By the Imperial princess, His Majesty’s oldest friend, the royal knights, and the Spymaster. And it all took place while Bastion Maylis still controls the palace. Did you fall down the Pearlescent Canyon while in Trafaumh, Tharban? Because you’re stupider than usual.”

“Don’t play dumb. We can all see that crest. You’ve seized control of the palace!”

“I don’t think you heard a word I said.”

Alice looked back at Nathan with a grimace. He gestured for her to get back.

When she didn’t move, Fei pulled her back. The knights and Champions knew what was about to happen. The Nationalist Bastions and Champions readied themselves. The tension was thick enough to taste with one’s tongue.

“We have no choice,” Tharban cried. He pulled a handaxe from his waist. “Fellow Bastions, we must—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Nathan interrupted. “This is treason, Tharban. Think for a second. Stop shouting nonsensical propagandistic bullshit.”

The Nationalists froze. Nurevia stared at Nathan, unmoving. Unlike every other warrior in the room, she hadn’t moved an inch.

“I’m speaking the truth, you little shit,” Tharban said, abandoning the pretentious speech he had. “The Empire must be returned to its glory.”

“Great. Wonderful. I don’t care. Make another move and I’ll remove your head from your shoulders. The same goes for the other Bastions and their Champions,” Nathan declared, looking his enemies in the eyes. “Treason is punishable by death. Trying to dethrone an elected Emperor and seize the palace is treason.”

“As if you can.” Tharban barked out a laugh. “Nurevia, blow his balls off.”

Slowly, Nurevia stepped forward. She drew a hand crossbow from one of the dozens of weapon holsters strapped to her dark skin. Her amethysts glowed, and the crossbow bolt gleamed with light.

Fei’s scimitar exploded with flames. Nathan didn’t budge. At this range, it was an effective threat given Nurevia’s gem ability.

Nothing happened for several long seconds.

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Well? I’m not going to waste my time on you, Nurevia. You’re a Champion, aren’t you? Take the shot.”

“Seriously? I’m about to neuter you and that’s your best effort?” Nurevia snapped. “You can’t even be bothered to call me a bitch or something?”

“What the hell are you doing, you bitch,” Tharban growled.

The dark elf rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that doesn’t do it anymore.”

Nathan gave her a look of disdain. “I only expend effort on people who are worth it. You made your choice. Follow through on it or leave. You already did that once.”

Nurevia grimaced. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Nurevia—” Tharban snarled at the same time, reaching for her.

She spun and pointed her crossbow at him. The massive Bastion recoiled in fear. The crossbow twanged.

Sapphire gems glowed and a gleaming field of light snapped into existence around the Nationalists. Nurevia’s crossbow bolt slammed into it, then punched through, leaving cracks like a pane of glass. Tharban cursed as it cut into his thigh and he went down.

The other Champions moved for Nurevia, but she danced away until she was next to Nathan.

“Does that count as being worth it? I want some good insults later,” she said to him. “And a good fucking, too. I’ve been dying for another turn since the Spires.”

“I’ll kill you! You can’t betray me,” Tharban roared. He rose to his feet, eyes full of fire. Magic poured out from the furious Bastion.

Instantly, Nathan knew what was going to happen. A golden pentagon glowed around his back. Everyone looked at him in surprise. But Nurevia’s expression only expressed sorrow.

“Damn. Guess I’ll have to ask for a raincheck,” she said. “At least I got to see little Nathan become big Nathan.” She smirked at him.

He ignored her, focused on his spell. The moment it ended, he grabbed Nurevia and dove into her mind.

A tether ran toward Nurevia’s core, past her outer defenses. It crackled with magic.

Binding stone magic. Tharban was going to fry Nurevia’s mind.

Nathan crackled with magic of his own. He shot past Nurevia’s mental defenses. They reached for him, but recoiled upon contact with his mental spell. This spell was crude, but it allowed him to dive into most minds without forming a gentler connection.

Part of him knew the true use of this spell. Forcibly manipulating others. The Twins used more complicated versions of this on him, in order to try to control him. He had been testing this on them, although it was far too weak to actually work on them. Maura never let him close to her core during practice.

But against someone like Nurevia, who didn’t know mental magic, the spell blew past her defenses.

Nathan arrived at the core in record time. He normally worried about upsetting a Champion’s mind during a mental dive. This time, he worried about Tharban beating him here.

More to the point, he didn’t have a ritual to support him. He didn’t even have a nearby binding stone. Obscene amounts of magic evaporated with each second. His body physically burned as he cast this spell. Something told him that using ascended magic without the binding stone had been a mistake.

At the same time, he understood the magic far better. It clicked with his mind—no pun intended, given this was mental magic.

Nathan hovered beside the core of Nurevia’s mind. Two satellites hovered around it, as did the tether to Tharban’s mind, which crackled with power in the distance. The clock ticked down, before that power reached Nurevia.

Once it did, she was dead.

Nathan lacked any experience using mental magic like this. He hadn’t learned it for the purpose of attack. Paranoia about Fyre and the unknown had scared him enough to focus on it, as he knew so little about succubi. Now it was the only thing that might allow him to save Nurevia.

But he might also kill her. Her mind fought against him. The danger of forcibly claiming a Champion was that it might cause their mental state to reject the Bastion. If Nathan severed the connection to Tharban and created his own tether, the most likely result was that Nurevia rejected him.

He remembered her final words before he dove into her mind. They had been soft and kind. If those had been honest, then maybe he had a chance. If he was wrong, then she was dead anyway.

Focusing on those thoughts, Nathan committed to his course of action. He severed Tharban’s tether. The binding stone power crackled uselessly along it, finding no outlet.

Without waiting, Nathan connected his mind to Nurevia’s. Her mind burst into a hive of activity, and her gems flared. Realizing he was in danger and burning magic at a dangerous rate, Nathan retreated.

When he reemerged into reality, barely ten seconds had passed.

“Nathan,” Fei shrieked, shaking his arm.

He shook her off and held onto Nurevia. Her eyes were vacant as she collapsed to the ground. The magic from Tharban and Nathan slowly faded, but almost everyone had sensed it. The hall was packed with Champions, mages, Bastions, and spellblades.

“Hah! The Empire has no room for traitors,” Tharban declared, standing with help from his remaining Champion.

Leopold grit his teeth. “You are right about that.”

Bloodthirst filled the hall. In a second, all out battle would break out.

“Holy shit,” Nurevia gasped out. “What the fuck just happened?”

And just like that, imminent bloodshed halted. Everyone stared at Nurevia.

“How do you feel?” Nathan asked.

“Like shit. Huge headache,” she mumbled, holding a hand against her head.

“How is she alive? I know that I…” Tharban trailed off with a grimace.

Nathan felt power flare from the bear of a man. Nothing happened.

Nurevia looked at her old Bastion. Then she looked at Nathan in confusion. Her hands slowly rose to her amethysts, and her expression changed to shock.

“Nathan, you…” Nurevia fell silent, a trace of fear in her eyes.

Beneath that fear, Nathan saw desire. How very like Nurevia.

“I’m glad you’re still yourself,” he said drily.

Then he stood up and glared at Tharban. “You’re attempting a coup against the Emperor. Now you just tried to kill a loyal Champion of the Imperial Army. I think that’s enough treason for one day, Tharban.”

“I will never bow to a man who leads this great nation to its doom,” Tharban shouted.

“Then you’re in luck, because I don’t need you to bow,” a deep voice boomed.

The Emperor strode into the hall, flanked by a massive retinue of servants, knights, and Champions. He walked unaided, save for his ebony cane. If Nathan hadn’t seen his state over the past few weeks, he would believe the man to be as healthy as always.

“I catch a cold, and you try to overthrow the Empire? If I visit my summer home, will you try to burn down the capital, Tharban?” the Emperor bellowed. “Enough of this nonsense.”

“You cannot fool us,” came the response. “An election must be called!”

“Then call it, you idiot.” The old ruler scoffed. “The Diet will sit in a few weeks.”

“So you can lie to them about how everything is fine? You and Milgar have given everything to…” Tharban managed to stop himself from insulting Alice in front of the Emperor. “To Princess Alice. She cannot rule!”

“Hmph. Then allow me to settle this with the Diet, not you and your thugs.” The Emperor pointed his cane at Tharban. “If the Diet is unconvinced of my health by next Spring, then I will call an election. The electors can decide if they accept my terms.”

“You cannot—”

“I have already spoken with the archdukes. They accepted my proposal. I doubt the Princes College will disagree.”

The Emperor stared down Tharban.

No further words were spoken. Tharban glared at his opponents with a fierceness that suggested he would kill them all with his bare hands if he could.

Then he and his gang left, leaving Nurevia with Nathan.

Once the Nationalists fled, the Emperor walked to the throne and slumped in it. Alice ran to her grandfather and doted over him along with several of his servants.

Nathan and Leopold looked at each other.

They now had a deadline to prepare for.


Chapter 30




“Should we have just killed Tharban?” Alice asked Nathan through the mirror a week later.

The Emperor’s declaration had calmed a delicate situation. He won the support of the archdukes and dukes, and through them, the vast majority of the counts in the Empire. Not everyone was happy, but no one was screaming for civil war.

Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass and normalcy resumed. Or the closest thing to it, given Doumahr was frozen over. The main change was that Nurevia had accompanied him on his return.

“Tharban is a pawn,” Nathan said. “If we killed him and the other instigators, it wouldn’t stop civil war. The archdukes who back him would have used his death to rebel. They’re the true power behind the Nationalists.”

“What about Falmir? Nurevia said that Tharban worked with them.”

Nathan closed his eyes. That had been a deeply awkward discussion.

Nurevia had confirmed Gareth’s presence in the city and the assassination attempt against Anna. Her words pinned Tharban as a literal traitor to the Empire. Like with Seraph, her position as Champion protected her.

But it also connected Falmir with the Nationalists.

“We have to assume that civil war will mean war with our neighbors,” Nathan said. “Maybe the archdukes have made a deal with Falmir. Maybe they’re deluded enough to think that Falmir won’t invade. It doesn’t matter. The moment the Empire’s armies turn on each other, we’ll be invaded.”

“Is there another option?” Alice asked.

“It depends.”

“Doesn’t everything?” Her tone turned snippy.

Nathan chuckled. “Aren’t you the political expert? You tell me.”

“Everyone interested in the throne will come forward early. The Nationalists will find out if there are candidates who will beat theirs. They have several, but their most powerful and charismatic members aren’t eligible,” Alice droned, reciting something she had probably said a dozen times by now.

“Tharban and the archdukes, namely. The constitution blocks them, for the same reason it blocks both of us.” Nathan smirked at the irony.

“Yes. If they don’t believe they can seize the throne, they might try to change the constitution. But that would be impossible right now. Almost everyone needs to support it, including Grandpa.”

“And they wouldn’t anyway.”

“Why not?” Alice sounded confused.

“Because it’s self-defeating, Alice. If they let Tharban run, I can run. If they let an archduke run, you can run,” he said.

“Oh.”

“So the short version is that they’ll mess around in the Diet for a year, try to convince people to back their candidate for Emperor, and then throw a tantrum if they know they’re going to fail,” Nathan summarized. “Milgar plans to put Anna forward.”

“I heard.” Alice’s tone was decidedly neutral.

“You’ve spoken to her?”

“Have you?”

“At length.” Nathan chuckled. “I’m aware of how badly she does not want to become Empress, Alice. The plan isn’t to run for the throne, but to frustrate the Nationalists.”

“I know. I just feel bad that she’s being used to shield me,” Alice said.

In the mirror, the princess played with her long hair. Nathan got the sense she wanted to be next to him again. They had spent a lot of time together recently.

“She’s popular,” Alice continued. “The Amica dukes like her, because she’s their gateway to trade. The counts from weaker and younger families love her, because they aspire to be her. And a lot of other people know that she’s connected to me, or that something bigger is going on.”

“That you’ll become empress, rather than her,” Nathan said.

“Yes.”

They ended the conversation after saying a very long goodbye. Nathan stared at the mirror for several minutes.

After everything he had done, it all came down to civil war. Nathan wasn’t even trying to avoid it. All his efforts to avoid catastrophes had failed in the past. He had been forced to play catchup while fighting the plans of his enemies—Kadria’s boss, Torneus, the Spires, and Falmir.

This time, he would be proactive. The Emperor had scheduled a date for the election. Nathan wanted Alice on the throne. Anything less would lead to a civil war in the future. So he prepared for one on his terms.

Frustrate the Nationalists. Make Anna and Alice popular. Continue to build his armies and strengthen his Champions. Prepare for large scale war.

When it finally came, he needed to crush the rebels in the Empire, put Alice on the throne, and then banish Falmir’s plans to expand its territory.

The previous year of hard work was slowly paying off. Now Nathan needed to keep it up.

For now, he had a more immediate problem that was closer to home. Much closer.

In his head, even.

One day, he stepped inside the black door of his office. A humming greeted his ears.

For once, Kadria was here. She lay on top of her bed, bronzed legs high in the air as she read a book. Her body was as lacking in clothing as ever.

He came in here reasonably often. Kadria was missing, more often than not. When he did catch her, she refused to say much about what was going on. His time with her felt more comfortable than informational.

Or perhaps sexual, given the frequency with which she sucked his cock. She was a succubus, after all.

“I take it you’re happy to see me,” Kadria said, her eyes focused on his crotch.

“Well, you’re here for once, so maybe I am,” he replied, ignoring the fact she was talking about the swelling in his pants.

“You have some permanent housemates you can use to relieve yourself. No need to wait for me,” she replied.

“My Champions aren’t housemates,” he replied coldly.

She rolled her eyes. “I meant the Twins, idiot. Their main purpose in life is to be pressed into the ground, legs bent over their shoulders, while they make stupid noises because they’re being fucked silly. Why not join in?”

“I’m trying to avoid my morals being warped by theirs,” Nathan said. “They don’t seem to be going anywhere. Unlike you, they’re always here.”

“Well, I’m a busy girl, and they’re not.”

“So they are stuck here?” he confirmed.

“Yes. They’re tied to your binding stone. You control the binding stone. Therefore, you control them. Or you could, if you bothered to try. They’re desperately trying to reinforce their mental defenses now that they realize how vulnerable they are to you. Until you let them out, or they find a chink in your armor, they’re stuck here. No more fun for them.” Kadria laughed.

Nathan’s mind raced. “Is that why Maura made me an offer? She wanted out?”

Kadria stared at him. “She what?”

Slowly, Nathan walked over to the table Kadria had set up and sat down. “I wanted a hand with mental magic. You weren’t here. I asked you about this, and you gave me some pointers later. But at the time, Maura offered to help me directly if I formed a connection with her. It seemed like a bad idea.”

“Damn right it was,” the Messenger growled, sitting up. Then she laid back down and sighed. “Well, you’ve definitely wised up. I can trust you not to accept shady blowjobs from dumb succubi. So, why are you here today?”

Nathan frowned at her. He felt that Kadria had dodged a fairly obvious avenue that this conversation should have gone down.

Her earlier mention of how Nathan controlled the Twins through the binding stone reminded him of something.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about the binding stones and ascended magic,” he said. “Why is it called ascended magic? Some call it the ascended elements, but there aren’t any elements. Is it ascended because it’s beyond the scope of the world?”

Kadria didn’t say anything, so he continued.

“I can control magic directly using it. Mental magic allows me to perceive and manipulate connections and things that exist, but are otherwise intangible and imperceptible. Spatial magic allows me to manipulate the physical laws of the world. The binding stones can reshape reality, creating physical matter from nothing. The gems of Champions can do all of these things, but only through an active connection to a binding stone.”

“All of that is true,” Kadria said slowly. She sat up.

“Is it? Because what does that mean life magic is?” He stared at her. “You mentioned a secret last time. The more I’ve learned about mental magic, the more I’ve realized how each aspect of ascended magic is completely independent of the others. Learning mental magic doesn’t help me with spatial magic.”

“Does knowing how to be a blacksmith help you become a carpenter?” Kadria asked rhetorically.

“It does for the natural elements. Elemental affinities are just that—affinities. If I can cast a sixth rank fire spell, I can cast a sixth rank water spell. But that’s not true with ascended magic.” He sighed.

“When I was trained as a Bastion, I was told that confidence and conviction separated the talented from the truly great,” he continued. “I had three trigems because I was naïve enough to believe Omria gave a damn about us.”

Kadria looked around when he said Omria’s name, and he raised an eyebrow at her. She gestured for him to continue, her expression returning to normal.

“Now, I still believe I can fix everything. Despite all the bullshit you’ve put me through and your refusal to be honest with me after calling me your partner.” He glared at her, and she winced. “Leopold’s too cynical and jaded, which is why he can’t create a trigem Champion. But if that’s the case, what does that mean for the binding stones? If the only thing that matters is my perception of reality, what am I actually doing with them?”

A smirk crossed her face.

Nathan realized he was on the right path. He looked away from her.

Every time he had tried to create food, he had failed. Magic couldn’t create anything living or that came from something that had lived. Magically created food contained nutrients, but was bland, flavorless, and horrendous stuff that everyone hated. Mages restricted themselves to creating inert matter, such as metal and stone.

Nathan reached out and drew on the power of his binding stone. But instead of creating an apple, he defined an apple.

After several moments, a plump, green apple sat on the table. Its skin had the typical sheen of a freshly picked apple. When Nathan picked it up, the fruit maintained its shape. The skin felt smooth. The apple had heft. It even smelled like a juicy apple.

“The secret to life magic is that I’m imposing my own version of reality on the world, isn’t it?” he said. “That’s why you told me it was a bad thing to learn it when angry. Because it implies that the world might not be real. That powerful beings can create anything they like with magic.”

Then he bit into the apple.

A moment later, he frowned.

“I feel like I’m eating my memories of an apple,” he choked out around the fruit in his mouth. “It almost tastes good.”

Kadria laughed. Her hands held her belly and she bent over. Then she toppled off the bed and slammed head first into the floor with a scream, before continuing to laugh.

Nathan grimaced, before swallowing the almost-apple in his mouth. “So maybe I haven’t worked it out yet.”

A hand waved in the air, as if to tell him to stop.

Minutes passed before Kadria recovered enough to join him at the table. She bit into his apple, chewed slowly for almost a minute, then swallowed.

“Sometimes I forget just how fucking talented you are,” she said, her gaze distant. “I chose you because you knew things I didn’t expect and had a strong conviction. Both made you a great candidate. But you’ve outperformed all of my expectations.”

“So I was right?” he asked.

“Yes. Congratulations, you’ve taken the first step to… Huh, I don’t know what to call this. I’d call it godhood, but that’s too cheesy and a certain bitch stole the title.” Kadria banished his apple and summoned a plate full of custard tarts in its place. “Try these. They’re egg tarts.”

“You mean custard tarts,” he corrected.

“That’s what they’re based on, but these are a regional variation.”

“What region?”

“Really? You’re asking me that? I could tell you that the region is Uranus and you’d have no choice but to believe me.” She glared at him.

“I’m not that stupid, you know,” he snapped.

“You say that, but that’s the name of a planet where I’m from.”

Nathan was lost for words. He chose to eat some delicious egg tarts instead.

“Anyway, yeah, you’re working out the basics. But it’s more complicated than that. Ascended magic in general is about enforcing your will on reality. Each of those classes of magic: mental, spatial etcetera—those are just facets of your mind. Humans like us view the world in a specific way, so we need to break down the world into those components. Other races don’t.”

“Like your boss?” he asked.

“He’s something else entirely. But yes, the way he uses ascended magic is entirely different. His existence is incompatible with ordinary life, for one thing.” She munched on an egg tart for a few seconds.

“You said the first step. Am I becoming a Messenger?” Nathan asked, deciding to take the leap.

Kadria gave him an odd look. “Wait, you’re serious? Hah. No. If you were being recruited, it would be way different. You don’t fit my boss’s profile. He likes women, and especially women who are suffering. That’s why he’s messing with your beloved goddess so much. It’s a big, long love story about a dumb boy bullying the girl he likes. Except the bullying ends with my boss consuming her existence for all eternity, across an infinite number of universes, instead of a happy marriage.”

“That’s, uh, fucked up.”

“Welcome to my life.” She laughed bitterly. “Anyway, the real step is that you’re way past humanity now. Ascended magic changes you. The binding stone protects Bastions, but you pulled a huge stunt when you took control of that dark elf. I’m certain you’ve stopped aging.”

A chill ran down his spine. “Did I miss some fine print somewhere?”

“Could be,” she teased. “Don’t worry too much about it. If I offered you the choice between humanity and being strong enough to fight off Messengers like me, would you even hesitate before making the decision?”

“No,” he said instantly. “Thank you. That helps a lot.”

“We are partners,” she said, then grimaced at her own words. “Look, I’m helping you right now. I can’t tell you what I’m doing because it’s dangerous. You’re being watched. I missed the signs, which was a fuckup.”

“You’re not talking about conventional watchers,” he said.

“No. That sort of watcher.” Her eyes flashed, as she pointed at the ceiling.

Suddenly, that part of Omria’s name made sense.

The Watcher Omria. It was always justified as her omniscience, and the fact she was always with humanity.

“That’s why you won’t say her name.”

“And you shouldn’t either. Not anymore. You are way past the level of power where it’s safe to say the names of beings of immense strength. Hell, if you knew any of my bosses ten million names, he’d probably appear and ruin everything if you muttered one,” Kadria explained.

“What about the Twins?” he asked.

“Do whatever you want with them. Just don’t let them gain leverage over you. I’m trying to… Hmm. Let’s say that I’m untangling a twisted web, and inserting myself into it, before retangling it.” Kadria’s grin was outright malicious.

Given she had just jumped topics from a certain goddess to this, Nathan had a feeling that the web wasn’t something he was familiar with.

“I’d say that I have no choice but to trust you, but that’s not true anymore, is it,” he said. “But I’ll trust you. I haven’t regretted it yet, even if you haven’t been honest with me.”

“I haven’t lied to you,” Kadria said around a pastry. “I’m not like the Twins. I understand all of this. This is the chance of a lifetime. No, that’s too small. The chance of an infinite number of lifetimes. If I screw this up for us, then I don’t think we’ll get another.”

Nathan drummed his fingers on the table while staring at her. Her demonic eyes looked back at him. After all this time, he had become accustomed to her appearance. He had always found her attractive, but now he genuinely found her beautiful.

Well, he was a heretic. Might as well enjoy it.

“Us,” he said.

“Yeah, us. I didn’t really think you’d be that useful at first. But I needed a Bastion competent enough to hold down the fort without letting the world burn down. Messengers can’t do anything until everything is messed up, and my plan requires a world that isn’t a wasteland ripe for consumption.”

“And what is that plan?”

“I told you ages ago. To live in a world that isn’t overrun by monsters or threatened by a nightmarish horror that haunts the edges of reality,” she teased. “There’s a little more to it than that, but we’ll get to it.”

They lapsed into silence. Nathan tried his hand at creating tea. It took him several attempts to create something that didn’t taste like he was drinking tea poured into his mouth from several centuries ago.

Afterward, nothing. Kadria’s feet massaged his thighs and crotch, but she did that so often he barely even noticed anymore. She was always playful.

“You’ve taken to this far better than I expected,” she said suddenly, breaking the silence. “I expected a lot more anger. Especially after last time.”

He spun one of the tarts on a finger, staring at it. His thoughts raced.

“I’ve thought about yelling at you a few times,” Nathan admitted. “Especially when I come in here several times in a row, only to find nothing.”

“But you haven’t accepted Maura’s offer to be her eternal dildo,” Kadria noted.

“No.” He paused. “Until recently, my entire adult life was spent in a dying world. People came together because everything was falling apart. Destruction was an everyday fact of life. Every battle was horrific. There are no victories during the end of the world. You changed that.”

“If I knew you were going to make things sappy, I would have offered you the same thing that Maura did,” Kadria joked.

Or at least, he hoped she was joking.

“Why didn’t you make an offer like that?” he asked her.

“Err, technically I did.” She gave him a lopsided smile. “I know you’ve seen my mental tethers to you. That night, you lowered your defenses. I used your connections to power my magic and bring us here, among other things. I needed the binding stone, which you were about to blow up.”

“Oh. Then, why don’t you use the tethers?”

Somehow, he felt that he was asking a very dangerous question.

“Because they’re not in your head, idiot.” Her foot dug into his crotch, and along his painfully erect cock. “I already told you that I’m not very good at the mental intrusion crap. Hell, you’re probably better than me at it now.”

“Does that mean—”

“Try it and you’ll find out what real mental defenses are like.” Her horns flared deep black and her eyes glowed a demonic red.

“I figured.”

Any further words he wanted to say were cut off by a groan escaping his lips. She grinned as she pressed her foot into his cock. Then she ducked under the table and crawled toward him.

“It’s been a while since I’ve enjoyed a milkshake,” she purred as she popped his cock out, her hot breath steaming over it.

He didn’t waste any time before gripping her horns and ramming his length down her throat. This had become almost routine for them.

For Nathan, it was a great way to distract himself. Winter had finally ended, and he only had one final year to prepare.


Chapter 31




Winter turned to spring, and the chill finally lifted. The snow melted, the pass through the Gharrick Mountains opened, and travel across the Empire resumed.

But that brought its own problems. A deep winter followed by a quick thaw brought floods. Once again, there was work to do. The portals sent demons through occasionally, but his Champions dealt with them easily. Their main duties focused on managing the chaos caused by the change in seasons.

Once again, Nathan found himself with less work. He almost missed the piles of paperwork.

“Is this what masochism is?” he asked Nurevia over lunch one day, after finishing everything that his administrators had passed to him.

“Doing paperwork?” she asked incredulously, boots up on the table. Her luscious legs were openly visible and she grinned when Nathan looked them up and down. “Do you have a fetish for papercuts?”

“That’s not what I…” He sighed and bit into his burger.

Ever since that visit to the Twins, he had been interested in trying them again. While he hadn’t recreated the same flavor, there was a lot to like about slapping fried meat between baked buns of bread. The real problem was that everybody argued over what part was the burger: the ground meat patty, or putting something between two buns.

He made a note to ask the Twins next time he saw them.

“You get all hot and bothered when I tell you how utterly annoying and useless you are, like the fact you’re stealing half of my food and have wasted my time all morning,” Nathan said.

“Hmm, that’s a bit light. You called me some juicy names last night. What was that last one?” Nurevia placed a finger against her lips. “Something about being a cocksleeve?”

“Don’t repeat things that will cause misunderstandings. You’ll corrupt the beastkin eavesdropping on us.”

A pair of squeaks erupted from outside the open door, and they heard the knights scurrying away.

“I bet they’d love being called those names so long as you stuck it in them,” Nurevia purred, gesturing to the beastkin knights outside. “Why are they all women, anyway? I figured Fei would hire more men.”

“I asked her to prioritize women, so I had a broader selection of Champion candidates.”

“Huh. Fair. Bet your kitty hated that. Anyway, you were saying something about how I was useless except for my ability to bend over and accept your fat cock?” Her eyes lit up.

He refused to take the bait. “Like I was saying, you like it when I insult you. I wondered if I’ve gotten used to doing boring, monotonous paperwork, even though I claim to hate it. Kind of like how I hate politics, but everyone insists otherwise.”

Nurevia’s expression could be used to define doubt. “You hate politics as much as I hate sex, Nathan.”

“Yeah, like that. I wonder if I’m becoming some sort of masochist, and you’re all getting confused because of that.” He polished off his burger and picked up the tankard of light ale he had. “It would explain a lot of things, recently.”

“Masochist?” Astra asked as she entered the office with an entire bottle of Narime’s sake.

“Nathan wants you to abuse him,” Nurevia said, her face lighting up like a child receiving their first birthday present. “He’s been telling me all about his deepest, darkest fantasies.”

Nathan’s body reacted before his mind caught up to what she was saying. A sensation of dread indistinguishable from a fear of imminent death overcame him. He dropped his tankard, kicked back in his chair, and sank to the ground in a single smooth movement.

The next second, Astra’s opals glowed and she crushed the stonework behind him.

Nurevia’s laughter filled the room.

“Not like that, Astra,” Nathan said from below the table, aware of how close he came to becoming part of Astra’s fun.

“Why not?” she asked.

She stood over him, staring down at him. Had she used her enchantment to run across the room? He didn’t know how else she reached him so fast.

Down this low, it became apparent just how lewdly Astra was dressing these days. Since returning from the Spires after winter, she hadn’t put her armor back on. Instead, she only wore her underclothes.

These consisted of a figure-hugging leotard, boots, and little else. Nathan had a good view of Astra’s plump ass from down here, as well as the sheer size of her tits.

A shame he wasn’t about to enjoy them personally. At least, not anytime soon.

He coughed and got back into his seat.

“Astra, Nurevia was lying,” Nathan said. “Which is why she is trying to leave the room.”

A pair of opals flared, and the fleeing dark elf was bodily dragged back into the room.

“Go easy on me,” Nurevia cried.

“Lying is wrong,” Astra said, before cracking her knuckles.

“Sure. I get it. Now, uh, let me go?” The younger dark elf smiled. “Please?”

“Nathan, punish her?”

“No. Technically, I punished her last night,” he said.

Astra stared at him, then at Nurevia, who winked back.

“Sex isn’t punishment,” the immortal trigem declared. “Especially with a huge dick.”

These two were incorrigible. A pair of dark elves bored to tears, who took great delight in wasting his time, and messing with each other.

Well, Nurevia messed with Astra, and Astra beat up Nurevia.

Nathan felt stupid for not realizing that Astra genuinely enjoyed violence. The light in her eyes as she looked at Nurevia was playful rather than cruel. Was she the cause of Nurevia’s corrupted nature?

“Very huge,” Nurevia assured Astra. “You should try it out.”

“Maybe later,” Astra demurred, but her fingers twitched.

Rather than push the topic, Nurevia shrugged and sat back down. Astra took a seat opposite her.

This was a typical exchange. Nathan knew there was some history behind them, but the two had fallen out long ago. For whatever reason, Astra seemed unwilling to pursue Nathan.

Although it wasn’t for lack of desire. He felt partially thankful for how slow she took things, however. His hands were full with a lot of other Champions, even if Fei had stopped rutting now. Once Astra finally committed, he suspected there would be some very rough sessions with her and Nurevia.

The things Nurevia told him about Astra terrified him. The Twins had laughed when he had originally convinced them to return his dick to a more manageable size last year, after several of his lovers complained. Now, he wondered if Astra would want the bigger version.

Nathan chose to spend his free time practicing his mental magic. The dark elves shot him dirty looks, but left it at that.

After a couple of hours, and a lot of sake, Nurevia pointed a finger at Nathan. “So, how does it feel to have a bigger dick than your old fuck of a dad?”

Nathan paused, his concentration thrown off. He slowly wound down his current spell, which was an attempt to cast a supercharged fourth rank mental spell. The intention had been to disrupt mental magic in his vicinity, in case he found himself fighting a succubus in the open.

“Why would I care about Tharban’s penis?” Nathan asked.

“Not literally. Although you definitely beat him there. Like, shit, I wasn’t kidding when I said you ruined me. I was already cold on him after my first visit to Gharrick Pass but I had every reason to stay the fuck away from him after tasting you.” She grinned at him lewdly. “I mean metaphorically. You’re one of the most powerful men in the world.”

Nathan grimaced.

She was right, unfortunately. That fact caused a lot of consternation at times, because people didn’t see Nathan, the Bastion protecting the Empire.

They saw Nathan, the Bastion conquering the Empire. Gathering too much power and influence, too quickly, harmed his reputation.

“Is he?” Astra asked. “Less Champions than the Spires.”

Nurevia tilted her head. “Well, yeah, but there were three Bastions there and… Oh, you mean per Bastion. But he has you now. And we were all there to slap shit in the Council chamber. Fei even killed one of them—your kitty is scary, Nathan, just saying.”

“Other trigems are around,” Astra said.

Clicking her tongue, the younger dark elf looked at Nathan and pointed at Astra. “What happened to the adorable Astra I was promised? The one who speaks in one or two word sentences, pokes you in the side, and needs you to say ‘Words’ all the time?”

Astra glared at Nurevia. “Fuck you.”

“Language,” Nathan chided.

Astra repeated the words, but this time directed at him.

“It is a good point,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “I’m guessing you’re more comfortable now. It’s been months. But why do you speak with so few words? You’ve never told me.”

Astra opened her mouth to answer, then closed it and looked at Nurevia.

“Huh, you haven’t?” Nurevia frowned. “You know how old Astra is, Nathan. If you ask her to talk normally, it’s like trying to read those older books. The words look vaguely familiar, but everything is different. Even the sentences can be in the wrong order.”

“Languages change,” Astra said. “Too much effort. Simple is easy.”

Nathan stared at her. “Wait, so the reason you always speak in such clipped sentences is because you can’t be bothered to speak in modern languages properly?”

The glare he received in response was heated. Astra pouted. “Dozens of languages. All changed. Laughter if I’m wrong.”

“Huh. Never thought of that. I guess people would laugh at me if I turned up to a meeting and spoke poorly, or like someone from centuries ago.” Nathan wondered if that would be him in the future, given he no longer aged.

That was a terrifying thought. He needed to ask Astra for lessons on handling being ancient.

A troubling thought struck him as he thought about his other lovers. He didn’t age, but they did.

Nathan suppressed it and moved on.

The days blurred together. The spring session of the Diet came and went.

Nathan didn’t attend. Maylis had agreed to protect Alice while the Emperor remained on the throne, or until Alice made a move herself. That wasn’t a perfect solution, but Nathan would cross that bridge when he needed to.

“The good news is that the Diet accepted the Emperor’s proposal,” Anna told him over the wireless. “The bad news is that everybody is acting as if the election has been declared anyway. Alice is effectively fulfilling the Emperor’s duties. All we’ve done is buy time.”

“We knew that. How are you holding up? I’m sorry for putting more on you, when you didn’t want to become a duchess in the first place,” Nathan said.

“I’d hold up a lot better if you were here, and I could enjoy sex every night,” Anna teased. “But Fyre is with me. She’s good company. One day you’re going to screw her, and I’m going to lose my advantage over her.”

“I don’t think that’s your only advantage over her, Anna.”

“Oh? Tell me all about my advantages, Nathan. I could do with some cheering up,” the duchess purred. “If I can’t have you between my legs, I can at least have you between my ears.”

After the Diet session ended, the business of the Empire trundled on. The only difference was an unending train of nobles, merchants, and general petitioners that wanted to speak with Nathan about the upcoming election that hadn’t been announced yet.

He met some of them, but quickly realized what most wanted to talk to him about. To save himself the time and effort, he directed most of them through Nurevia. That put her to use, and the only price was an hour every day listening to her whine about her work. If she was busy patrolling or protecting the portals, Nathan used Fei’s lieutenant, Kara, or Narime.

“I overheard something interesting from Narime today,” Seraph brought up with him, when he visited her in Fort Taubrum in late spring.

As always, her office was spotless. She had even cut back on the wine lately. The bags under her eyes could no longer be seen, so Nathan assumed she was sleeping better.

He chided himself. He shouldn’t need to assume that. He should know if she was sleeping better.

“Are you sure you won’t move into Gharrick Pass?” he asked her. “It feels awkward that you’re the only one who doesn’t live with me.”

Seraph gave him an odd look. “Do you want me to?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. If you want to stay here, you can. I just don’t like that you’re easily my most reliable Champion, but you’re not with me,” he said, the words tumbling out awkwardly.

A smile rose to her face. “I’ll think about it. But I’d think a lot harder if you really wanted me, Nathan.” She leaned forward, and the cut of her cheongsam gave him a fantastic view of her abundant cleavage.

He didn’t know what to make of her words. Or perhaps he did, but was scared of messing things up. Seraph remained difficult for him to predict. He had years of experience with his other Champions, but Seraph delighted in being unique for Nathan.

Just like Fyre, he realized. Maybe he needed to let go of his paranoia and simply enjoy things. There was a lot to enjoy about Seraph.

Seraph’s smiled widened and she leaned back. Had she felt that spike of emotion from him?

“So, what did you hear from Narime?” Nathan asked, changing the topic.

“People are visiting you. Or trying to. They all want to know one thing.”

“Whether I’m going to become Emperor. Or marry the woman who will become Empress,” Nathan said flatly. “It’s a popular topic in the duchy.”

“I’m sure Anna’s all aflutter.”

“Don’t remind me,” Nathan muttered.

Polygamy wasn’t illegal in the Empire. Most races on Doumahr took multiple lovers, so the laws reflected that. But the Empire preferred a single wife or husband. Even so, Nathan might need to test that preference in the future, given Anna’s strong desire to wear matching rings with him.

“I understand you’re not dismissing the rumors,” Seraph asked. “In fact, Sunstorm has been spreading them. Why?” She raised her hands. “I’m not judging you. I just don’t understand. This is a big shift for you.”

“For the same reason I had you spread rumors about Fei when we attacked the Federation,” Nathan explained. “It attacks the enemy’s strength at the roots. The Nationalists want to win an election, but any suggestion that Anna might marry me boosts her popularity.”

“Which will cause a civil war, which the Nationalists also want.”

“Which we both want,” Nathan corrected, to Seraph’s surprise. “Our enemies reveal themselves as traitors, we crush them, redistribute their land and wealth, Alice sweeps to the throne, and then we drive off Falmir.”

“Imagine if it went that smoothly.” Seraph’s tone was acid.

“It won’t. I’ll admit that. But if we wait, then more and more will go wrong. Falmir has already tried to kill Anna and Alice. The archdukes are working with foreign powers. The Spires are in turmoil. We can’t keep putting out fires.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That’s also why the rumors help. They lay the groundwork that Alice or I will take the throne. The Nationalists will lose supporters, because many who want to restore the glory of the Empire will back me instead.”

Seraph stared at him. “Huh. You’re leaning into the war hero title you gained after beating the Federation?”

“Nobody wins a war by wasting their advantage,” he replied.

“Fair. I’ll readjust my approach then, if this is where things are going,” Seraph said. “When do you think we’ll need to handle them?”

“Next spring,” he said. “Unless they make a move in early fall, they’ll need to wait for warmer weather.”

“A fair assumption. They’ll have food to harvest in fall during the war. Winter is too dangerous to fight during, let alone mobilize armies. Spring gives them plenty of time to win a civil war, although wouldn’t that mean Falmir and Trafaumh can make their move?” Seraph raised a questioning eyebrow.

Nathan didn’t have a good answer for her. Her words troubled him, especially as Narime echoed them when he spoke to her later. Despite that, Seraph appeared more than happy to work with his plans and assumptions.

As he left, he remembered Kadria’s words from last year.

Seraph reveled in everything he did. A born minion. Nathan hadn’t hesitated to use her that way. But he needed to thank her for it, somehow. Loyalty deserved a reward.

Summer arrived, and with it came Nathan’s next decision. Civil war lurked around the corner. He couldn’t afford to wait any longer without giving his Champions more gems.


Chapter 32




“Inever thought that we would be able to measure demonic energy like this,” Harrum said as he polished his spectacles. “All of our past research suggested that the portals were voids in the world. Unmeasurable due to their status as spatial anomalies.”

Nearly two dozen sorcerers crowded into a small hall in Gharrick Pass. A makeshift magical device sat in the center, with exposed wires, crystals, tubes, and countless other strange parts. Several magical crystals were embedded in its flat steel top, and projected holographic numbers and charts into the air.

The sorcerers whispered to each other in awed voices, many of them pointing at the machine and the holograms. Apparently, they were some of the most important researchers in the Empire. Nathan had spent half the morning shaking hands.

The other half had involved Harrum showing off over a year of his work, and that of Nathan’s insight from his world.

This device was a crude implementation of the analysis consoles from his world. It used the wireless to connect to recording devices placed inside Gharrick Pass, and then processed the readings and the magic it sensed. The holograms it showed were the simplest method available to display the numbers, given how often they changed.

Magical crystals had been used by mages for information storage and projection for millennia, but the downside was that only mages could use them. To an ordinary person, they were a pretty rock. Fortunately, magical devices didn’t care about that problem.

Nathan was uninterested in the specifics, or how momentous this was for the sorcerers involved.

“Is it ready for use elsewhere?” he asked.

Harrum replaced his glasses, aware that the other mages were paying close attention. “Nearly. I don’t have an estimate for a production model, but I doubt you care.”

“You’re right about that.”

“I want to conduct one final test.” Harrum pointed at the chart. “We can measure the portal activity and that of the nearby leylines. But we have never captured an invasion. Gharrick Pass is too stable. That’s a good thing, I understand, but science requires real data. The possessed girl that has helped us, Sen, tells me that there will be an invasion at Castle Tartus shortly. I want to set this up there.”

“Do it,” Nathan said.

Harrum stared at him.

“Did you think I was going to say no?” Nathan chuckled. “I want these in all of my portals as soon as you’re confident they work. Then you can start working out the kinks, and we can start installing them across the Empire.”

“That would require significant funding.” Harrum smiled. “But somehow I feel you will be in a position to arrange it.”

After the mages left, Nathan and Harrum enjoyed some ale together.

“I won’t say anything more, but I suspect you know something about those kinks,” the mage said.

Nathan shrugged. “You can only measure so much about the portal from outside it.”

“Hmm. I’m not so certain about that. Or perhaps you are thinking of something else.” Harrum’s eyes bore into his.

“The portal isn’t a static thing, Harrum. Enemies come through them. I know you’ve read the legends and records, even if you can’t access many of them.”

“Messengers,” Harrum said.

“You said it, not me. But yes.” Nathan decided to change the topic before things became too uncomfortable. “Have you found an onyx gem, yet?”

“I did. But another buyer beat me to it.”

“Again?”

“I am certain that another nation’s Sorcerer Lodge is involved. It makes acquiring rare gemstones harder, such as those from Kurai. Either Falmir or Trafaumh are bidding up gemstones that can be used for Champions. I doubt the faeries would waste time buying gemstones. The Diet placed an export ban on them last fall, but you know how the black market works. Nobles will happily sell out their country for their personal gain,” Harrum spat.

The man sounded personally offended by the situation. Despite his demeanor, he was loyal to his country.

After finishing his drink with Harrum and promising to let Sen help with the research more, Nathan returned to his other work.

“Still no luck?” Sunstorm asked him later that day.

They relaxed outside, while the knights and guards undertook drills. Scores of new recruits poured in almost every day. They kept Fei and the other Champions busy, especially with the sheer competitiveness the knights showed.

Every knight wanted to be a Champion. Despite attempts to quell the rumor that Nathan would bed all his Champions, the motivation for many was clear. Although he suspected that others saw the power and respect of his Champions and wanted in on that.

Plus the pay and benefits. He hadn’t thought much of it, but the new beastkin Champions apparently made good use of the gateway to Tartus. Shopping trips took place that Nathan dutifully ignored. The private activities of his soldiers weren’t his business.

“No, and the news has worsened in general. This feels intentional,” Nathan said to Sunstorm, returning to reality.

“Are you sure you’re not being paranoid? Shouldn’t everyone be preparing for war?”

The assassin whittled away at a piece of wood. It looked like some sort of figure. Not Omria, given the lack of wings.

“That doesn’t mean it isn’t intentional,” he said. “But the worst affected gemstones are those from Kurai. Rarer ones that aren’t manufactured or demanded much locally. I can get my hands on all the garnets, sapphires, amethysts, diamonds, and the like as I want. But onyxes and jades are out.”

“What about opals?” Sunstorm asked. “Not that you need them, but why don’t you use them?”

“Astra has opals because she’s a fossil. In fact, I doubt she chose them. People today treat garnets the same way opals used to be treated. They’re a cheap, mass-produced gemstone with a physical focus that can accept a wide variety of enhancements and gem abilities. Diamonds are replacing garnets now that they can be produced in a large enough size.”

“Huh. So gemstones are better now than they used to be?”

“Everything improves with time. That’s how technology works. The issue is that we sometimes forget the magic and secrets, although Astra turned out to be a fraud.” He chuckled at that.

Ironic that he thought she had some mystical gem ability lost to history, and it turned out that Omria or another power granted it to her.

“But whoever is behind this doesn’t matter,” Nathan said, refocusing the conversation. “I’ll need to find an alternative for you and Seraph.”

“Seraph, huh?”

“Both her and Narime can become trigems. I’m being cautious with Narime, as I need to be sure her mind is stable after the Messenger news,” he explained.

“She talks up a storm about her ‘beloved mate,’” Sunstorm mocked, rolling her eyes. “Stop hesitating and stick it in her.”

“I already do that. I’m talking about a gem, not my dick.”

“Stick that in her as well, then.” Sunstorm grinned at him, then looked away. “Look, I’m fine. I told Sen this the other day. I love you. Not getting a second gem isn’t going to change that. If I get the chance to see you chop Tharban’s head off, I want to be around for it. I’m pissed that I didn’t see Astra pop that Bastion’s head. Fei made it sound awesome.”

“Did she tell you what happened afterward?”

“Yup. Told me she used what I taught her.” Sunstorm mimed snapping someone’s neck.

So that’s where Fei learned that.

Nathan suddenly realized the time, then cursed. He tried to think of an excuse.

“Uh, do you have somewhere to be?” he fumbled.

Sunstorm looked at him. “I know you have gemming ceremonies to do, Nathan. Go on.”

He winced. “That’s… Who told you?”

“Fei. She’s curled up in your bed, by the way. Threw a tantrum this morning over something.” Sunstorm shrugged. “She was talking to that lieutenant of hers—the one that has even bigger tits than Fei—and then got really grumpy afterward.”

“And nobody mentioned this to me because…?” Nathan glared at Sunstorm.

“I’m mentioning it to you now. I thought you would know. People tell you when Fei whines about her food being cold. I figured they told you about her locking herself in your room.”

Fucking hell. Nathan had a bad feeling about what this was.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Kara hovering by the castle’s exit. While she spoke confidently, the knights and officers she ordered around kept throwing Nathan nervous glances.

“I’ll see you… maybe tomorrow. I might need you to switch with Fei for tonight,” he told Sunstorm.

“We could do the foursome,” Sunstorm called after him.

Her voice caused Kara and the knights to jump. They stared at him with wide eyes as he stomped over.

“Kara, I’d like to talk to you alone. Before the gemming ceremony,” he told her politely.

The knights got the message and scurried off.

“Lord Nathan—”

“I think that’s the first time you’ve called me ‘Lord’ in months, Kara.” He crossed his arms. “What happened between you and Fei? And why are you covering it up?”

She winced, her dog ears and tail drooping. “I… I don’t know. I thought maybe she was scared about the gemming ceremony, as they told us about how dangerous it was in the academy. She seemed off the moment I told her about the amethyst I had chosen, then the guards at your room told me she had started throwing things around in there and—”

“Stop. You’re rambling. I get the picture.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. “Things go wrong, Kara. Your mistake here is not telling me. I’m your Bastion. You’re my Champion. Neither of us are perfect. We rely on each other, just like you’ve been relying on Fei and the others. Don’t keep me in the dark in the future, no matter how much you might care about Fei. She’s a big girl and can handle being yelled at if she’s doing something stupid.”

Kara nodded, and Nathan sent her on her way.

Part of him wanted to deal with Fei right away, but he knew that was a mistake. After all, her reaction was for a rather silly reason. The longer she moped, the easier she would be to handle. While his Fei was different to the Jafeila he knew in his world, he knew both of them very well.

Instead, he followed Kara and gemmed her and the wolf Champion with her. Both were receiving amethysts. Next week, he planned to give a sapphire gem to the mage Champion that Sen had chosen.

Ciana watched as he gemmed them. After they left, she moved behind him and began to massage his shoulders.

“You realize you’re my Champion, not my maid, right?” he asked.

“I like doing this,” she said. “I’m limiting myself in other ways, but being close to you like this, inhaling your scent, feeling your warmth, and just knowing that you’re next to me is bliss.”

Her head nestled against his neck, and she blew on his ear.

She whispered, “And once my rutting is over, we can do much more. I’ll feel your warmth, skin-on-skin, with you inside me.”

A hiss escaped his lips and she giggled. She couldn’t do this to him. His pants hurt him right now.

“You’re evil,” he told her. “If you’re not going to indulge, you’re not allowed to tease me.”

“It gets me, too,” she said, her eyes glazed. “I… I might have made a mistake.”

He pulled her into his lap for the next hour, and gently calmed her down. His instincts told him to undress her and bounce her up and down on his cock, but his mind said otherwise. He could wait a few months and let Ciana enjoy her first time with him.

His fingers tickled her horn, which he had found worked wonders on her. She let out soft moans in response. Unicorn horns only reacted to the touch of a lover, and the reaction was more intense the stronger their feelings.

Nathan felt pretty chuffed as he listened to Ciana gasp and moan in his lap.

Slowly, they resumed relaxing. At some point, he probed her mind. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

“I’m still not ready?” she asked him.

“It’s not a mental thing,” he said. “I’m assessing how the binding stone’s power has taken to you. Unfortunately, you haven’t used your gem enough.”

“It’s hard,” she said. “The invasions aren’t that often, and my ability isn’t suited for offense. If you went—”

“Last time you suggested that, Narime wanted to ban you from the portals for a year,” Nathan chided her. “I like how earnest you are, but putting me in harm’s way so you can use your gem didn’t go down well.”

Ciana pouted. “You’d be fine. That’s what my gem does.”

He fiddled with her ears, making her squeak and squeal. Her dirty look only caused him to raise an eyebrow.

“If you’re that interested, I do have an idea,” he said, unsure if this was wise.

“Anything.”

“I haven’t told you what it is.”

“It’s your idea, Nathan. I trust you.” She smiled at him.

Despite his misgivings, he accepted her word. But he didn’t explain the process. They decided on her gem ability, then moved on.

He worried that explaining what he was going to do would make things worse.

Instead, he removed the second diamond from the velvet case that Leopold had provided and inserted it into her collarbone. Like with Fei, the process went far smoother this time.

Then he used prepared mental magic before diving into her mind. The process was swift, almost surgical. Rather than rely entirely on his original connection, he provided additional binding stone magic through a separate tether while forging her memories into the gem.

He had realized this in his previous dives, and especially after Nurevia and Astra. The method that Bastions were taught was incredibly clumsy. Astra proved that Champions could sustain extra tethers.

Bastions didn’t know mental magic. They fumbled their way through the gemming ceremony, and often killed the Champion. The process required years of preparation by the Champions, and then years or decades between additional gems. Nathan skipped some of this not because his Champions were fantastic—which they were—but because he gemmed countless Champions.

But he could improve the process. So he did.

The results spoke for themselves when he retreated from Ciana’s mind. She smiled at him, after only a minute had passed in reality.

Then she raised her hand and summoned a wall of silver light across the entire courtyard. Everyone nearby stopped and stared. The horsegirl blushed. The barrier vanished.

“Wow. I can’t believe how this feels,” Ciana said, flexing her fingers. “I feel… stronger.”

“That’s just the increased power. You’re a duogem Champion, which means you’re stronger. Don’t pick fights with anyone using a strength enhancement,” he warned. “But that barrier is something else. I think you’re too defensively focused, but you could protect an entire army with that.”

The magic that had exuded off the barrier felt as strong as anything Nathan had felt from a city. That didn’t make Ciana invulnerable, particularly given she would consume magic at an obscene rate, but Nathan didn’t remember many Champions capable of casting a barrier like that.

If she had been this powerful in his world, could she have survived the collapse of the castle?

The dark thought came and went as he stared down at this younger Ciana, who beamed at Nathan and waited for his attention and praise. After a moment, her expression shifted.

Before she said anything, Nathan stepped up and ruffled her hair, “I’m glad it went well. You deserve this.”

She wrapped her arms around him in a hug. Her grip tightened to the point he worried she wouldn’t let him go, and she nuzzled her head against his chest. Her horn scraped against him, and he winced but said nothing.

“I, uh, need to talk to Fei,” Nathan said.

“I know,” Ciana said. “Take care of her.”

Nathan walked with his blonde Champion until his bedroom. There, he found a few guards, and Kara, standing outside. Their tails and ears shot up when they saw him, and Kara looked guilty.

“You’re off-duty, aren’t you?” he asked Kara.

“Yes, but…”

“Then don’t worry about it. Leave Fei to me.” He walked up to his door.

Ciana chose now to pipe up with a grin, “You’re not going to give Kara her personal reward for becoming a monogem Champion?”

Kara turned white as a sheet, then ran off. Nathan shooed the others away, ignoring their giggles as they followed Kara.

He tried the knob. It was locked, naturally. While he trusted Kara, she wasn’t that close to him, so he didn’t give her the same key he gave his closest Champions. The key she and the others had allowed them into the basement, but not his room or other secrets he might want to keep.

Nathan pulsed magic into the door. It opened with a click and he stepped in. The lights were off.

“Fei?” he called out.

“Mmmrmmm,” came the plaintive whine.

He flicked the light switch as he closed the door behind him. Not all the lights came on. Frowning, Nathan put the binding stone to work repairing the damage to the room.

There was, it turned out, a lot of damage.

His desk was untouched, but that was about it. Pillows had been shredded, clothes thrown around, sex toys that he pretty sure belonged to Nurevia had been snapped, and shards of glass and wood littered the room from the damaged furnishings.

On top of his bed lay a bundle of blankets. The bed was otherwise bare. A bushy black tail quivered beside the bundle.

Nathan took a few moments to compose himself. Fei had never done anything like this before, even in his old world.

Not that he was a stranger to finding his room torn apart. Wolf beastkin went into ferocious rutting cycles and were possessive to a fault. None of the beastkin in the castle felt they were close enough to Nathan that he was theirs, but this was a natural result of a rutting wolfgirl who wanted attention she hadn’t gotten.

Nathan reminded himself to check on the wolf beastkin Champions he was raising. If they formed ideas about him, he’d prefer to handle them early, before they kicked down his door and got into a fight with Fei.

This had nothing to do with rutting, however.

Nathan sat on the edge of the bed. Fei’s tail shot up, then down. Its tip wiggled back and forth.

A moan escaped Fei as he ran a hand through her tail.

“Fei, come out from under the blankets and talk with me,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” she moaned.

“You’re still under the blankets, Fei.”

Slowly—very slowly—she poked her head out from under her cocoon. Nathan placed a hand on her head and scratched behind her ears.

Once Fei realized she wasn’t going to be immediately punished, she crept out and into his lap. Nathan suspected she wanted to curl up on top of him, but he rejected her gentle attempt to push him onto the bed. It felt a little silly to have her on his lap, given she was a fully grown woman, but he did far sillier things with beastkin in general.

To say nothing of what dumb things he let Nurevia convince him to do to her.

“I’m sorry,” Fei repeated.

“Let’s talk about this,” he said. “I have a pretty good idea of what happened.”

She stared at him with wide green eyes. Her tail and ears drooped. The veil of innocence and the attempt to win his affection over vanished. Her expression turned sour as her fingers dug into his chest.

“She has the amethyst,” Fei mumbled. “My amethyst.”

Nathan remained silent for several seconds, as he tried to judge her mood. His suspicion had been right, but her reaction was different to his expectations. Fei continued to surprise him.

“No. Kara has her own amethyst. I told you before we took Tartus. You are your own person. Your sapphires are your gems. You own them. Nothing else matters,” he told her.

She refused to look at him, so he gripped her chin in one hand and forced her to.

“Fei, you know the truth now. Why I’m here, what I’m trying to do, how everything went wrong. You’re not the Jafeila I first met some fifteen years ago in the ruins of the Anfang Empire. You’re my cute little Fei who barges into my room every morning and night to be groomed and to shower, and who insists on spending as much time as possible curled up against me.”

A sniffle escaped her. “Really?”

“Yes. I called you a silly kitten last time. I really do mean it this time. Are you setting an example for Ciana like this?”

Fei snapped straight like he had just let go of a bow. Her expression stiffened, and Nathan caught the flash of hurt on it, before she covered it up.

“She knows?” Fei asked, voice dark.

“A lot of people know, Fei. You’re one of the most important people in the duchy. If you vanish for half a day, people will notice. Your friends—the other Champions—will find out what’s wrong. Sunstorm knew something was up, and let me know. Ciana knew as well. If I asked, I’d probably find out that Narime already reorganized your shifts so you have time to recover.”

“That’s not…” Fei mumbled, becoming inaudible. “You look like I feel when you talk about Ciana.”

Ah.

He pulled Fei against him and pressed his lips against her head. She squawked, then chose to settle against him.

“We all have our issues, Fei,” he said. “I’m sorry I burdened you with this one.”

“Don’t apologize,” she mumbled. “I’d say sorry for ruining your room, but you already fixed it.”

“I am a Bastion. Let’s get some food. I know you skipped lunch, and I feel your tummy rumbling.”

He poked her in the belly and she giggled. They enjoyed a pleasant meal, and Fei’s was more extravagant than usual. Her personal chef had clearly gotten word of what happened and ensured the catgirl had plenty of comfort food and a hefty pile of meat.

Fall came. The harvest season was upon them. Peace held, despite Nathan’s fears.

Then, as the trees dropped their leaves and the farmers loaded up the crops into the town granaries after processing, news arrived.

Anna contacted him over the wireless first, but by the time he answered her, he knew things were wrong. A dozen people ran toward his office from the hall. Sen stood up, looking between him and the open door.

“Nathan, they’ve made their move. Uprisings are springing up across the Empire. The other archdukes have declared Emperor Gorthal illegitimate. They made an attempt on Milgar last night, but he barely managed to escape,” Anna said, her voice shaking.

“The Empire is in civil war.”
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“Why the hell are they moving now?” Nathan groused. “Winter is only weeks away. Are they crazy enough to think they can take control of the entire Empire that fast? We’re talking about half of Doumahr!”

“They’ve been mobilizing their soldiers for months. We expected this,” Seraph said as she organized reports on the table.

Everyone else sat around them, their expressions grim.

Once the news had been confirmed, Anna had ended the call. She had dozens of nobles to contact, plus all the other Amica dukes.

Alice took her place using the mirror, which was propped up on a chair. The visuals were undoubtedly poor for her, but she could hear everything being discussed.

The room itself was one of the larger halls next to Nathan’s office. His office was too small for this. Seraph had pushed tables together in the center, and she setup a wireless call to the other fortresses. Her role was to manage the constant flow of reports. Whispered conversations fluttered about the room.

All of his closest Champions were here, plus Kara. Fyre was in Tartus, with Anna. His newer ones remained at the portals, just in case. The entire reason he gemmed them was to protect his fortresses when war broke out.

“No, we expected them to do something earlier, or wait until after winter.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Alice, what is Aleich like?”

“Not as bad as it looked at first,” she answered, voice surprisingly calm given the situation. “Maylis has been expecting this, so the Army was prepared.”

“So she is supporting us?”

“She’s backing Grandpa. He’s furious, but Maylis and Uncle Leopold won’t let him leave the palace. The fact the Nationalists are trying to oust him helps us,” Alice said.

“How’s Milgar?” Nathan asked.

A hush fell over the room.

“He’s hurt, but nothing that can’t be healed. Grandpa—um, the Emperor has issued a declaration of treason toward the other archdukes for what they tried to do,” she said. “His Bastions will keep him safe.”

“But that will also distract his armies.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The other archdukes are marching on Aleich while Milgar’s nobles are scurrying to defend the east. Do we know what’s happened in Amica?”

The state of the former Federation was paramount to their plans. Aleich sat close to the center of the original territory of the Anfang Empire, with Milgar and Anna ruling the east and the rebellious archdukes in command of the west. Tharban’s county was in the north.

Amica could determine the fate of the civil war, given the sheer amount of land within it. To say nothing of the horde of demons lingering past its borders.

“Anna is still trying to work that out,” Seraph admitted. “Dukes Terrius, George, and Ilmarn openly support us. The rest is a mess. Some support Tharban openly, particularly due to the beastkin slavery situation. Others will swing to support whoever is winning.”

“I’m surprised George isn’t in that list. He supported us because Torneus was done,” Narime said.

“He always wanted to rejoin the Empire. Making him a duke gives him status his family has lacked since it seceded.” Nathan grimaced and looked at the map laid out on the floor. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but our enemies border Falmir, don’t they?”

“Yes.”

“That feels important somehow.” He bit his lip. “But I can’t make sense of the timing of the attack. Tharban and his closest supporters are the only one in position to lay siege to Aleich. The archdukes will need weeks to reach it. Falmir can sweep in behind them.”

“Can they?” Seraph asked. “If winter is on the horizon, you’d be crazy to send your armies into foreign territory for a prolonged campaign. The villages and towns are full of food right now, and we’re well supplied, but foreign invaders will need to set up supply trains for hundreds of miles.”

“Damn. You’re right.” His eyes widened. “I’d love to live in a world where everybody is incredibly stupid and every strategic decision is easy to see through. I’m beginning to think my enemies know what they’re doing.”

“You’d die of boredom within a week, Nathan. Overthinking is ninety percent of what you do.” Narime laughed.

“I wouldn’t mind if our opponents made more slip ups at least,” Nathan grumbled.

“We are talking about some of the wealthiest and best educated men in the Empire, with armies of advisors at their beck and call,” Alice said. “They’ve been planning this for years, if not decades. You’re brilliant, Nathan, but it’s their territory. If they want to rule the Empire, they need to prevent Falmir or Trafaumh from sweeping in and conquering it afterward.”

“If only Falmir had been that smart,” he said, remembering what had happened in his world.

All of that pain and suffering. The destruction of the entire world. Everything came down to politics. Kings, emperors, and conquerors who wanted more territory caused nothing but ruin.

“Narime, what’s the situation at our fortresses?” Nathan asked, shifting the focus to immediate concerns.

“We’ve mobilized soldiers everywhere, but only Castles Tartus and Forselburg are in danger,” she explained, her tails flowing behind her. She pushed away the reports that Seraph tried to give her. “The enclave is also in danger, but we don’t have a fortress there.”

Gasps rose up from the beastkin in the room, as well as over the wireless.

“Quiet,” Nathan said. “We prepared for that.”

Fei’s expression remained distraught, but she didn’t say anything. Plans were one thing, but her home was in danger.

“Narime, continue,” he said.

“Nationalist forces are moving in from the south to the enclave. No Champions sighted and no unifying banner. Closer to an armed mob of soldiers from various nobles. Up north, it’s different. Several Bastions and Imperial Army units have defected and are waving around Tharban’s crest. They’re going to blockade Forselle Valley.”

“You mean, they’ll try. What, are they going to enter the Spires’ territory?” Nathan scoffed.

“They already have. For whatever reason, the dark elves haven’t responded.” Narime scowled.

That sounded bad. He heard the Champion at Castle Forselburg say something on the other side of the wireless, but he tuned her out.

“So that means they’ll launch assaults on Leopold’s and our fortresses,” he said. “I’m guessing Tartus is because of the instability nearby? What about Vera and Kravum Rock?”

“I’ve already sent Fyre there,” Seraph said. “Even with your wards, losing a binding stone is too great a risk.”

Nathan only hoped that Fyre wasn’t what he feared she was. He needed her power as a duogem Champion.

On the other hand, getting her away from Anna allowed him to rest easier.

“So Aleich is under control, but the enclave and Tartus are in the expected danger,” he summarized. “Can’t say I expected Forselle Valley. That’s—”

“Bastion!” a voice squeaked over the wireless from Castle Forselburg. “I’m getting really strange readings from the energy reading device up here. We don’t recognize it.”

Before terror filled the room, Nathan dove into his mental world. He quickly checked the state of his binding stones and the attached leylines. It took him a matter of seconds.

When he returned, he shouted, “Calm down.”

Everybody remained calm.

“You didn’t even give us a chance to panic,” Sen said with a smirk.

“There’s no cascade,” he said, ignoring her. “Are your readings coming from the northern leylines?”

“Yes. How did you—” The Champion cut off, likely realizing how Nathan knew. “Um. Yes, it’s the northern leylines. The ones from the Spires.”

“Then it’s not a cascade. That would be the disaster to end all disasters. If another one happened, I would go there and murder the remaining dark elf Bastions myself.” He rubbed his nose.

“Can we do that anyway?” Nurevia piped up.

She and Astra had remained silent until now. Their eyes focused on Nathan, aware that something was wrong.

Did Astra already know what he was about to say?

“Don’t look at me like that, Astra. I bet you can already guess,” he said.

“Messenger.”

Grim faces rose on everyone’s faces.

“Most likely. Leyline disturbance, strange readings, no contact from them. Messengers can mess with the demonic energy of a portal before they appear. They’re like a mini-cascade. It’s what makes them so dangerous.” Nathan glared at the map.

“I’ll go,” Astra declared, standing up.

“And do what?” he asked.

“Kill the Messenger.”

“It’s that easy?” he asked coldly.

“Someone has to.”

“It’ll take days to get there. Especially with the blockade.”

Shit, was this arranged in advance? Nathan doubted it. The Twins told him that Messengers needed chaos to invade. Most likely, the outbreak of civil war created enough chaos for a Messenger to invade for the first time, so they seized it.

But Nathan remembered how a series of horrible coincidences caused the fall of the Empire in his world. How the Federation had been unable to contain the Messenger they let into the world, and Falmir and Trafaumh kept the Imperial Army away from Aleich long enough to doom everything.

By the time Astra reached the Spires, it would be too late.

“Teleport.” Astra pointed at Narime.

“It might work,” Narime said, her tails lowering as she looked at Nathan nervously.

“No,” he said. “I’m not ignoring a Messenger.”

“There is a war on,” Seraph said. “It only just started, but I imagine it’s fairly important.”

Nathan clenched his fists and held back the words he wanted to say. This wasn’t the time or the place, and Seraph didn’t mean to push his buttons.

“If a Messenger gets out, or a cascade is caused for any reason, the civil war won’t matter,” he said. “A repeat of last winter would kill more people than I care to imagine. And don’t start, Astra. We don’t know how strong the Messenger is. You’re immortal, but you can’t win every battle.”

The dark elf pouted.

“Won’t it take days?” Ciana pointed out gently. “Nathan, send Astra and Narime. We can deal with the Nationalists.”

Nathan stared at her. Of all the people to downplay Messengers, it was Ciana. Nathan couldn’t blame her. She was trying to support him.

“No, I think Nathan is right,” Alice said, after remaining silent for so long. “The Empire isn’t going to collapse due to a few days of infighting. Tharban and the others aren’t strong enough to accomplish that. But Nathan knows Messengers. I saw what happened to Leopold. We cannot take a threat like them lightly. Nathan, fulfill your duty to the goddess.”

Ciana’s expression darkened. She looked away.

The other Champions nodded grimly. All of them had fought a Messenger. Even Kara had been present in the fight as a knight, and had seen the terrifying result.

“The goddess, huh,” Nathan said. He sighed and looked up. “Well, this is going to be fucking awkward.”

Everyone stared at him, especially those who didn’t know his secret.

“There is a way to get to the Spires instantly. Fei and Sen saw me use a similar trick to save Vera over two years ago. It involves transforming an active portal into a gateway,” he explained.

“Nathan,” Narime said, her tone lowering as her tails rose into the air.

“Depending on how it’s done, it causes a cascade. The demonic energy needs to go somewhere, as it closes the portal in the process,” he said. “I’ve never done it before, but I’m certain the process can be done in reverse. I can create a teleportation gateway from Gharrick Pass to the active portal in the Spires.”

“You just said that will cause a cascade, Nathan,” Seraph snapped at him.

“It will. Which is why we need help from someone who specializes in cascades,” he said.

The black door in the back of Nathan’s office beckoned. It was time to make a deal with a Messenger.
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Agaggle of Champions followed Nathan to his office. He left Kara behind to keep the war room running, while Alice resumed managing affairs in Aleich.

“You can’t see anything?” he asked, staring at the pitch-black door looming behind his office chair.

“There’s a wall, Nathan. You’re certain this isn’t in your head?” Seraph asked.

“Funny you say that,” he said.

Sunstorm and Sen made odd faces as they stared at the wall, then tilted their heads.

“I… I remember this,” Sen said. “I’ve been in there. That’s where you brought me back. Then you…” Her face reddened.

Nurevia laughed. “So it’s Nathan’s secret sex dungeon?”

Narime stared at the room. Her tails weaved patterns repeatedly.

“I can’t see it, but I can feel it,” she said. “It’s like there’s something disrupting the flow of magical energy there, but it’s not in space. The closest thing I can think of are the doors that lead to portals. We can see and feel those doors, but the entrances themselves don’t exist in this world.”

Nathan stared at her. “They don’t what?”

“You didn’t know that?” she asked, surprised. “It’s part of how foxes learn spatial magic. The portals are a different world, but the connection to this one isn’t a spatial one. We don’t fully understand it. Mystic foxes define it as an unknown ascended element.”

Recalling his conversation about the nature of ascended magic, Nathan wondered who made the portals to begin with. They all had an eerie similarity to one another. The Messengers shaped them, but didn’t control them.

“Well, that’s disturbing,” he said. “Especially given what I know about the world past this door. It’s a mental space that connects to this world. Kadria—that’s the Messenger I’m working with—describes it as a combined mental and spatial domain that only I can see. She’s basically creating a physical version of a mental world, then connecting it here.”

“That doesn’t sound safe.” Narime glared at him.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but Kadria is the most powerful being I have ever met. She could destroy the Spires by herself even if we tried to stop her,” Nathan said. “Safety doesn’t matter when she had her chance to vaporize me years ago.”

Nobody said anything.

“She was the one who killed everyone?” Fei asked, being the only one brave enough to say anything.

“It’s a difficult situation,” Nathan said, his expression stony. He didn’t want to be pushed on this.

“This might have been something worth bringing up earlier,” Narime said.

“Maybe, but it doesn’t change anything,” Seraph said. “We’re committed, aren’t we?”

After she took several steps forward, Seraph turned and stared down the other Champions. Narime’s tails flared up.

“Don’t you dare question me,” the fox hissed. “There’s a difference between what I feel for Nathan and being upset at him for not telling me everything.”

“Then we can talk about this after the Spires are saved,” Seraph declared. “Are we going in?”

“I am,” he said. “There are two to three succubi in here. I’m fine, but you won’t be.”

“Succubi?” Nurevia’s eyebrows shot up. “Is this what you really do in here? Slip away through the back door of the office and have long sessions of sweaty sex with your secret sex pets?”

Astra stared at him, her eyes accusing.

“No,” he said, feeling the need to defend himself. “Not usually.”

They didn’t sound satisfied. Several huffy women stared him down.

Nathan chose the manliest option in the face of his angry lovers. He turned, pushed the black door open, and fled.

Naturally, Kadria was nowhere to be seen. Whatever her plan was, she must be putting it into action.

“Well, they took it better than expected,” he said as he walked over to the plastic door that led to the Twins domain.

He hoped the same could be said for everyone else.

Nothing had changed here. The Twins lounged in the sunlight, holding silver reflectors on their laps. Wind rustled through leaves.

All felt at peace.

For a moment, Nathan wondered what it would be like to forget about his worries outside this world. Why was he fighting so hard to build a peaceful world when he had one right here, with two happy women who were happily peeling his pants open.

“Nice try,” he said, bopping the Twins on the head as they pawed at his crotch. “That was a subtler attack than usual.”

“You know what they say about the definition of insanity,” Maura said as she straightened up.

“I don’t, actually,” he said.

“It’s doing the same thing over and over again, while expecting a different result.”

“I bet when you said that to Kadria, she said you were insane, not just stupid,” Nathan quipped.

Both Twins glared at him.

“You’re getting too cocky,” Maura grumbled.

“I dunno. I like him this way,” the other one said with a grin. “He’s a great catch.”

“Yeah, if we were catching him.” The grumpier Twin flipped him off as she returned to her seat.

Nathan followed, only to find himself with a lap full of Laura.

“So, are you here to make a deal?” Maura asked. “You know my price.”

“What makes you think that?” he asked, sure that his thoughts were protected from her.

“Your emotions are dark. Super serious. And if you’re coming to me feeling like that, I doubt it’s for fun.” A grin crossed her face.

“Maybe it is?” Laura suggested. “I’d want to fuck us if things were too serious.”

“Laura, shut up,” her sister said.

“No.”

Nathan allowed himself to bask in their simplicity. Like with Kadria, he had grown accustomed to them. He knew that was a bad thing, but it allowed him to justify what he was about to do.

A thought occurred to him.

“Before I get down to business, I have a question,” he said.

“Shoot. Preferably literally.” Maura reached over and ran a hand along his thigh, and her grin turned lewd.

“Not that sort of question,” he said. “What part of the burger gives it the name? The ground meat patty, or putting something between two buns?”

Maura stared at him. And stared. And stared. Nathan wondered if he had broken her.

“Doesn’t it depend on where you are?” Laura answered seriously.

“The fuck kind of answer is that?” Maura growled.

“I mean, they called all sorts of things burgers elsewhere. And Kadria laughs at the stuff we call sushi.”

“No. Fuck no. That’s stupid. You’re stupid. This question is stupid. That answer is stupid.” Maura rose to her feet, her red eyes glowing and horns turning black as she balled her fists. “If I slap Nathan’s dick between my ass, do we get a dick burger? People call these buns.” She slapped her huge ass, causing the bronzed flesh to jiggle beneath her dress.

“I think they mean buns made of bread,” Laura answered, eyes wide.

Maura shook with fury. Laura’s eyes glittered with amusement, despite her innocent expression.

So this was what the Twins did to amuse themselves when he wasn’t around. No wonder Kadria messed with them so much.

“I think we can move on,” Nathan said, before the two started brawling.

“Aw, do we?” Laura whined. “But Maura just said she wants your dick in her ass.”

“I mean, I do, but that’s not what I said,” the supposedly smarter succubus said.

“Moving on,” Nathan said louder.

“Okay,” the Twins chirped.

“I want to make a deal with you,” he declared.

Malevolent grins split the faces of both succubi. Their red eyes gleamed as they leaned toward him, their voluptuous tits hanging from their tiny frames.

“Then you know what you need to do,” Laura murmured.

“Let us in,” Maura purred. “I’ll even deliver that little goat to you wrapped up however you like.”

Their fingers ran over his crotch, but he ignored them despite the pressure of his erection.

“No.”

They blinked at him.

“I didn’t say I agreed to your deal,” he corrected. “I’m offering a new deal, on my own terms. You can take it or leave it.”

Their eyes glowed. Before they reacted, he reached out and slammed his hands on their shoulders. Both succubi fell to their knees in front of him.

Nathan glared down at them.

“None of this bullshit about how you enter my mind and control me. I’m not stupid. Your promises will mean nothing the moment you get past my defenses,” he spat. “I don’t need to hear Kadria’s advice to know how untrustworthy you are.”

“I’ve taught you plenty about mental magic,” Maura said.

“Yes, and that’s why I know how dangerous it is to let you into my head. It’s also why I’m offering you this deal at all.”

She fell silent. Her expression told him to get on with it.

“If you want out of here, it’s on my terms. You’ll serve me,” he told them. “I’ll connect to your minds. That will give you access to the binding stone’s power, but controlled by me.”

“You’re turning us into glorified Champions?” Maura spluttered. “I’m not your pet!”

“I mean, we could be,” Laura murmured. When Maura glared at her, she pretended to be angry. “How dare you?”

“Great effort,” Maura grumbled.

“Call it what you want. It’s either this or nothing. Right now, I can use you. But later, who knows? You’re stuck in this shitty little mental hole. Kadria treats you like her personal entertainment. At some point, I’ll learn enough mental magic to sever the mental tether you have to my binding stone and then you’re gone forever.”

They both froze, eyes widening in terror.

Laura turned on her sister. “You fucking idiot! Why have you taught him that shit?”

“Because he’s hot,” Maura mumbled, as her sister pummeled her with her fists.

Well, so much for Nathan’s theory about which sister was dumber. Neither were particularly smart, it seemed.

Laura scowled. “I’d hit you harder, but I get it. This new bad boy twist on him is great. He’s not really my type otherwise, other than a quick ride, but this darker “bend over” side has me going.”

“You’re so stupid,” Maura said.

The Twins glared at each other.

“I think you’re forgetting something,” Nathan said, coughing. He pushed them back down, as they had moved around a lot in their excitement. “My deal is that you serve me. No mental nonsense and you won’t turn on me. In exchange, I’ll protect you from anything Kadria has planned in the future and won’t remove you from this world. If you break it, then I have a tether right to your minds.”

“Ooh, this sounds super hot. I say yes,” Laura chirped, arms raised in a small cheer.

“What?” Maura snapped. “Are you crazy?”

“Oh, come on. He’s got everything we want. We’ve made dumber deals before.”

“That’s a low fucking bar.”

Maura’s eyes glowed, her horns turned black, and a wind blew across the grass. The dresses of both Twins blew up, revealing a lot of skin, and giving Nathan a glimpse of how incredibly wet they were.

“Here’s my answer,” Maura growled, staring Nathan in the eyes. “Fuck. No.”

Then a ton of stone slammed into Nathan’s mind. His vision blurred. He held on tightly to both Twins, desperately reaching for his magic.

His efforts felt futile. He couldn’t string two words together. His thoughts jumbled. All sense of reality became scrambled.

Some time later—Nathan didn’t know if it had been seconds, days, or even centuries—his vision returned.

He felt a wet warmth on his cock. It ran up and down his length. Soon, the slapping of flesh filled his ears, along with ecstasy-laden moans. A pair of hands pressed down on his bare chest.

Two familiar breasts jiggled in front of his eyes, but an even larger mound lay below them. Nathan recognized the chest as Fei’s. But that belly…

Fei crouched over him, her movements as intense as always during sex.

“More, more! I love you so much,” she moaned.

Fei’s black hair streamed down her back and plump ass. She looked several years older than her current self, but had the same youthful look in her eyes. Her tail wagged back in forth in rhythm with her pumping. Her bloated belly bounced with her movements.

She was pregnant, Nathan realized.

“Don’t ignore me,” Narime’s voice whined from the side.

Nathan looked over to see the fox crouched next to him.

Like Fei, Narime was also visibly pregnant. Otherwise, she looked the same as always. She moaned sweetly when he showed her some attention with a free hand.

The room smelled of sex and the arousal of countless women.

More pregnant women appeared around him. Seraph, Sen, Nurevia, and Vera. For some reason, Leopold’s Champion, Mae, was here, but Nathan didn’t think too hard about her. A bunch of beastkin knights and Champions crowded around the bed, many already full of his seed from earlier in the day.

This was Nathan’s life now. All of his problems had been solved. Now he enjoyed his life with his massive harem of women. Every day was nothing but endless pleasure and sex.

The door to his impossibly large bedroom opened and even more naked women streamed in. They smiled at him. The first one that caught his eye was…

Was…

Why did she have no face?

The world froze. Nathan’s wits began to slowly return to him. His mind felt groggy. He tried to pull out from the fake Fei on top of him, but found himself frozen in place.

“Oh, come on. You definitely have dozens more women you want to bang for the rest of your life,” Maura’s voice murmured inside his mind. “Be happy, for once in your miserable fucking life. Do you want to know more about how you won? Look, there’s Kadria’s head on the wall. You realized she’s playing you and mounted her like a goddamn deer.”

Out of nowhere, Kadria’s decapitated head appeared on the closest wall. It was mounted on a wooden plaque that read “Dumb Little Goat.” She had an apple in her mouth.

“Or maybe you want us dead. Fine, whatever.”

The Twins’ heads appeared on either side of Kadria’s. For whatever reason, their skin wasn’t bronzed. Instead, they had fair skin. Their white hair had turned blonde as well.

“Oops, fucked up there.”

The heads flickered and now looked like the Twins that Nathan recognized.

“See? This is the happy ending. We’re dead. Your harem will give you babies for all eternity. Any woman you know, they can appear here. Bam, yours forever. Happiest place for you. No wars. No schemes. Just sex, sex, sex. Great, right?”

Nathan tried to shut her out. He reached blindly for his essence and his magic. For some reason, it felt so far away.

“All you need to do is. Let. Me. In!” Maura roared.

The world shattered like a mirror. Nathan’s head felt like someone was crushing it in a vice while driving a pick through it. A moment later, he felt worms crawling around in his skull. Pain stabbed at him from every direction, including from within.

Darkness overwhelmed him. Memories of his past replayed within his mind. Failure after failure struck him. Death after death. He lost count of the number of times he saw Ciana’s pallid face, heard the last words of Jafeila, Vala, or Narime, or said goodbye to Gareth.

But, slowly, he regained his composure. The pain didn’t dull. The darkness eroding his vision never left him. His failures didn’t cease to hurt. Nothing changed reality for Nathan.

He stood up, took a deep breath, and reached for his binding stones.

And found them.

The first surge of power blew away the intrusion. He then focused himself and cast an actual mental magic spell, and righted himself. His vision blurred again.

When he regained his vision, the familiar yet strange world of the Twins greeted him. The fake sky that shined sunlight on his face and created wind, and the smell of freshly cut grass.

Once again, he felt a warm, wet sensation around his cock. He looked down to see Maura wrapped around his engorged length. Her naked tits pillowed his shaft, while her mouth worked his tip. She glared up at him.

Despite the failure of her mental attack, Maura kept sucking away. Nathan groaned, the pressure in his crotch almost too much. He felt her tickling away at the edges of his mind, refusing to completely retreat. Every time she tapped his defenses, he felt a surge of pleasure.

Reflexively, he gripped her horns. A moment later, he exploded in her mouth. Streams of thick, white seed flooded her throat. He heard her gulping down her meal.

“You’re spilling it,” Laura murmured.

She ducked in and lapped up the drops that burst from Maura’s lips. Laura’s hands massaged his balls, ensuring that every possible drop came out. Both succubi wanted everything from him.

When he pulled away, they fought over the tiny remains dribbling out from his tip.

“Mmm, I could get used to having this on-tap,” Laura said.

“You’re not thinking of accepting?” Maura asked.

“Oh, come on. You just proved we can’t claim him. That was our best shot. I even helped you. If that doesn’t work, we’re done.” Laura rolled her eyes.

“It’s not my fault the asshole wants to be a miserable shit.” Maura glared up at Nathan. “Do you hate being happy or something? Your deepest defenses are fucking awful to wade through. So much damn misery. Your core is locked up like a vault, and all I had to work with were the women we saw when we invaded. And even at the end there, you just shrugged off all that shit. Most people go catatonic when I turn their own memories on them.”

He grimaced. “I should punish you for that. But I already am. Servitude, or death. Your options haven’t changed.”

“You didn’t answer me,” Maura said.

“You didn’t ask a question.” He shrugged. “Those memories are something I live with every day. I’m a Bastion. I need to keep moving forward, and that means coming to terms with my past mistakes. A lot of my life is formed from regrets, but those are what make me who I am. That’s why I didn’t want your fake ending. Is it really an ending if there’s no journey to reach it?”

“That almost sounds profound,” Maura mumbled. “Damn. No wonder you never got picked up as a Messenger. I’d been wondering why someone like you got passed over, given your talent. You’re too fucking optimistic. Didn’t Kadria kill everyone you love? And here you are, trucking on with her sucking your cock.”

He stared down at the Twins.

“Your answer?” he asked, feeling that this conversation had outlived its usefulness.

“Oh, I vote yes,” Laura chirped.

“Of course you do.” Maura sighed. “You mean that you’ll protect us?”

“I do.”

“Then, fuck, I guess I’m in. I can’t believe after all this time, we’ve ended up being tamed. Guess Mom was right. Once you find a man you like, you settle down,” Maura said.

Then both succubi latched onto his cock like limpets. If this was their idea of settling down, Nathan had serious concerns about his ability to leave his bedroom in the future.

“Don’t resist me,” he warned. “Or I’ll have to use force.”

“Yeah, yeah. We want out. Get it over with.” Maura waved her hand in the air.

The process itself was quick. Both succubi kept their minds locked up tight as he entered them. Nathan was reminded of how little he really knew. They essentially guided him to their mental core but prevented him from accessing any of their thoughts or emotions. If he strayed, their defenses would no doubt activate.

He attached a powerful mental tether to both of their cores. At the same time, he also laid failsafes. One warned him if the tether was destroyed. The other would destroy the tether if too much magic was sent toward Nathan through it. If the Twins tried to attack him using his link, it would sever itself.

“Huh. Not bad,” Maura said. “I can probably deactivate the warning, but dunno about the other thing. What does it even do?”

“It’s a self-destruct, right?” the other Twin said, frowning. “Why didn’t you make it blow up our minds if the tether breaks?”

“Because another succubus might break the tether. I’m not that callous,” he said.

The two of them continued to blow him between words.

“You should be that callous, but whatever. I guess you’re the boss. So, what’s the plan?” Maura asked, her face an absolute mess.

“We’re going to fight another Messenger.”

The Twins grinned up at him, their faces the very picture of excitement.
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Leaving the Twins behind, Nathan returned to his office. His Champions jumped when he emerged. They were standing around the tables, chatting and discussing strategy.

“You didn’t see the door open?” he asked, genuinely surprised they still couldn’t see the door even after learning about it.

“No. In fact, I don’t even remember when you left.” Seraph rubbed her temples with her fingertips. “This isn’t the first time you’ve walked out of that door in front of me, is it?”

“No. Something about the door prevents people from remembering anything associated with it,” Nathan said.

“Uh, I remember having sex in there pretty well,” Sen said.

Everyone looked at her, and she scowled at them.

“What? I do. I just don’t remember a lot of other things. Sunstorm’s the same way. I hadn’t seen Nathan for ages. Like hell I wasn’t going to fuck him.”

Sunstorm nodded enthusiastically.

“So, is it done?” Narime asked.

Nathan quickly checked the state of his tethers with the Twins, just in case they knew a trick to double cross him. The connections remained intact. Although he felt them doing something to the tether. Some sort of reinforcement.

The fact they could mess with the mental connection at all suggested that Nathan hadn’t constructed it very well. He needed to ask Kadria for some advice on managing this link.

“Yes. I’ve bound the succubi in this portal to my will,” he said, avoiding the comparison to Champions for obvious reasons.

“Allies?” Astra asked.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Nathan replied cautiously. “But I have leverage over them. Consider them servants.”

“Slaves,” the dark elf declared.

The beastkin grimaced. Unfortunately, it was the most apt description.

“What next? I’ve already mobilized the knights in the portal. I assume that’s where we’re going next,” Seraph said.

“It is. Even though we’re in a rush, we can’t mess this up. The only thing worse than a Messenger invading the Spires is allowing him to invade us as well, or triggering a cascade,” he said.

Despite his words, making preparations didn’t take long. Gharrick Pass had extensive defenses against attack from both within and without. Nathan had a lot of soldiers to work with.

As they left, Sunstorm remained behind. Nathan and Sen spotted her, and stopped. In response to Narime’s questioning gaze, Nathan waved the rest on.

“Choe, what’s wrong?” Sen asked.

“Don’t… Oh, they’re all gone,” Sunstorm said, initially getting angry over her name. She rubbed her hands against her arms and grimaced. “This is going to be a huge battle against demons, isn’t it.”

“Yes. You’ve missed the big invasions. It’ll be great to fight together.” Sen grinned and punched her friend in the arm.

“Yeah…” Sunstorm ignored Sen and looked Nathan in the eye. “Nathan, I want to go help Anna.”

Sen froze, her grin cracking. Her eyes showed the panic inside her.

“Choe, stop for a second and explain,” Nathan said. “You’re not alone.”

“Maybe. But can I really help you in such a huge battle? I excel in one-on-one fights. I’m an assassin. I kill people and other Champions. Other Bastions. Anna’s going to be swimming in targets that she needs help dealing with. I can collect a lifetime’s worth of heads.” Sunstorm smirked, but her eyes remained distant.

“You’ve never shied away from battle before. What’s really wrong?” Nathan said, remembering the fierce warrior he always sent to solve messes.

Sunstorm shrugged.

Annoyed, Sen punched the assassin. This time, the blow was intended to hurt. Unfortunately, Sunstorm was a Champion. She rolled her eyes at Sen.

“Stop being a bitch. This is about your gem, isn’t it?” Sen said. “I thought you said it was fine.”

“It is,” Sunstorm admitted. “I don’t want to be the burden in a group of duogems and a trigem. I can do things everyone else can’t, but not on a battlefield full of demons. That Messenger will eat me for breakfast.”

“Fine,” Nathan said. “Anna will need the help. But we’re going to talk about this later. I just finished grumping at Fei and the others about not being honest.”

“Doesn’t this count as honesty?” The assassin tried to smile at him, but it faded away under his stare. “Okay, fine. And thanks.”

“Stay safe, Choe,” Nathan said. He squeezed her shoulder.

Nathan and Sen left as Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness. On the way to the portal, Nathan ensured he collected Alice’s hand mirror. He needed some way to remain in contact during battle.

While he liked helping his Champions with their problems, he hoped there weren’t too many more lingering beneath the surface. Nathan wanted a happy ending eventually. One that he earned himself.

By the time he arrived at the portal, Fei had taken charge. Knights trooped down the valley in front of him.

At a glance, nothing appeared amiss. The sky inside the portal was a familiar hazy red and purple light shined from the volcanic ground beneath him. The world of this portal gave off the appearance of an otherworldly wasteland. Twin valleys ran down to a clearing at the bottom and rocky cliffs kept him inside.

He walked down to the bottom. There he found his Champions and knights massed around a craggy mound. Obsidian spikes arced out from the mound, forming a pretty pattern that Nathan found unfamiliar, but the mound itself was unoccupied.

During an invasion, the air itself would split open here. Demons would pour through in the thousands. But all was quiet. Nothing stirred, save for Nathan’s soldiers. They lined up behind him, many carrying cannisters and barrels.

Every few minutes, several demons did phase into appearance. The portal’s activity levels remained elevated from the Twins attack, so demons crossed over passively. But they were swiftly dealt with.

Nathan’s Champions took turns dealing with the ones that appeared today.

“So, we’re here. What now?” Narime asked.

As if to answer her, rays of light shot out from the obsidian spikes. The sky flickered black.

The Twins snapped into existence high above them, their monochrome dresses fluttering in a non-existent wind. Once again, they didn’t wear any underwear and gave everybody a great view of their crotches.

“Tremble, mortals!” Laura shouted, throwing her arms up in a strange pose. “Your doom has come!”

Magic amplified her voice and made it sound halfway intimidating. A shame about her appearance. Maura stared at her sister, before running a hand down her face.

Nathan’s Champions tensed. The rattle of weapons rung out behind him as his knights prepared their weapons. Gasps and shouts filled the air.

“Shut up and get down here,” Nathan yelled at them. “Everybody else, maintain positions. We’re not being invaded. Like you’ve been told, they’re under my control. This portal is tamed.”

“Spoilsport.” Laura pouted.

“I told you to shut up.” He angrily waved a hand at her to come down. “I don’t need my knights trying to fight you because they buy into your dumb charade.”

The two succubi drifted toward him.

“Thank fuck,” Maura said. “That was embarrassing.”

“Like you don’t do the same thing.” Laura glared at her sister.

“I make actual threats. What was this?” Maura mimicked the arm movements that Laura had made earlier. “Do you think you’re on TV?”

“They look cool.”

“No, they don’t,” Nathan and Maura said together.

“See, I win.” Maura pushed her sister’s head down.

Nathan’s Champions stared at the antics in amazement. So did a lot of his knights. Hushed whispers rippled through their ranks.

Many of these knights had battled against the Twins. Now they watched as they obeyed Nathan’s directions and messed around.

“So you’re actually under his control?” Nurevia asked. “This isn’t some complicated act, and you’ll suddenly turn around and attack us all because we didn’t see the signs of betrayal?”

“Yeah, as dumb as it is, we’re his.” Maura jabbed her thumb at Nathan. “Want him to fuck me on top of you to make sure?”

“That wouldn’t prove a thing. You’re a succubus,” Narime said.

“But it’d be hot.” Maura’s grin nearly split her face in half.

Convinced that everything was safe, Seraph stepped aside and gestured to the knights. Those carrying cannisters and barrels walked to the base of the mound. They unplugged the barrels and began pouring oil and tar everywhere. The cannisters were planted in small pits filled with oil and sand, with their tops sticking out.

The Twins stopped messing around. They stared at the preparations with wide, terrified eyes. With each passing second, they edged closer to Nathan. When one of the cannister-carrying knights got too close, they hopped behind him.

“You’re fucking evil, you know that?” Maura growled. “Did you have this shit prepared for us?”

“The geyser minefield wasn’t strong enough. But my tests with the propane gas proved pretty effective,” Nathan said.

“I think you need to use a stronger word than effective,” Sen said drily. “I helped with those tests. Evil is the right word, if you ever used this stuff against humans. I can replicate it with spells, but that stuff is terrifying as well.”

“I can’t believe you’re scared of it,” Seraph said. “I saw you shrug off everything we threw at you last time.”

“Yeah, well, I like my limbs where they are, thank you. I don’t care if you’re into that sort of thing, Nathan, but I’m not.” Maura formed a big X with her arms. “Let’s establish that as my limit in the bedroom.”

“Soft,” Astra said.

“Well, sorry, princess, I’m not fucking immortal.” Maura rolled her eyes. “Although the way you scream when you—”

“Enough!” Nathan snapped.

Everybody stared at him. Astra’s eyes focused on Maura.

“When I?” the dark elf said. She swallowed, then pressed on. “I can feel pain? How?”

“Uh…” Maura and Laura stared at Nathan, who glared at them. “Yeah, take it up with the big guy. He holds our leashes.”

“Later, Astra. Maura, Laura, I forbid you to talk about anything about the timelines.” Nathan ran a hand down his face. “I think I understand why Kadria didn’t tell me everything at first.”

“Um, bad time, but I wanted to say that Ifrit is laughing at you,” Sen said.

“Tell him to go fuck himself,” Nathan said.

Wiseass undying spirit who knew everything.

“Err, anything else we should shut up about? I mean, I have no idea what we’re even doing here,” Maura said, looking around. “Like, you said we’re going to attack another Messenger.”

“I’m going to open a connection to an active portal that a Messenger is using. You’re going to control the cascade that will result. You can do that, can’t you?” Nathan raised an eyebrow. “I’ve seen you Messengers mess around with the leylines and portals a lot.”

“We’re tapped into your binding stone now, so yeah, super easy.” Maura shrugged. “We’ll channel the overflow through you and into the magic rock here. Normally this would be a bad idea, but you’ll be fine.”

Several questioning looks penetrated Nathan, but he waved them off.

“One final question,” Seraph said, refocusing attention to herself. “How does Nathan prevent you from betraying him? He didn’t deny you were slaves, earlier, but you aren’t acting subservient.”

Maura laughed, while Laura merely smiled. Both succubi gave him sidelong looks and licked their lips.

“Slaves, huh? Is that how you want us to act, master?” Laura added a strange accent to “master” as if she were tasting the word. “Ooh, I could get addicted to saying that.”

“You’re such a sub,” Maura said. “But no, we’re not slaves. Unless you are.”

“I’m not, no,” Seraph replied coldly.

“There you go. What Nathan did to us isn’t any different to you Champions. The difference is you’re a human and we’re not. We need a connection to this world to safely remain in it,” Maura explained.

“So, Nathan.”

“No, the binding stone. If all we needed was some chump’s mind, this world would be demon food in five seconds. The magic rocks are the world. The little goat could explain it better, but they’re basically magical chunks of the planet itself. Destroying one would be equivalent to ending the world, or at least a large chunk of it. That’s basically what the boss is doing when he does his thing.” Maura made a biting motion with her hand.

So, Kadria had been telling the truth when she said that her boss ate the worlds he conquered.

Then Maura turned to Nathan and pointed at him. “Which is why you need to protect this tether to us! We can’t touch you, because of the self-destruct, but if it gets cut while we’re outside the portals, bad things happen.”

“Define bad,” Nathan asked.

“The local authorities descend and erase us from existence,” Maura said, her voice deadly serious.

Nathan blinked.

Did she seriously mean that Omria would obliterate any Messenger not connected to a binding stone? Was that why they were so important?

“I mean, eventually,” Maura corrected. “Messengers don’t belong in this world. We use the binding stones to blend in. That’s why we use the portals. Prepare the invasion in them, bust through, grab the rock, destroy planet. Then you Bastions started fighting us in the portals and it became this dumb tug of war game.”

“Fun tug of war game,” Laura said.

“I’m lost,” Fei said.

“Yeah. Ifrit won’t explain anything. I get the feeling he knows all of this,” Sen grumbled. “Or if he doesn’t, then he doesn’t like what he’s learning.”

“Nathan, I’d ask if you’re making the right decision, but I get the feeling I know the answer,” Narime said, her tails tickling his back.

“Yeah. Some of this is new. Parts of it are familiar. None of it changes anything. There’s no such thing as light heresy,” he said.

“Is it really heresy if you win?” Seraph asked. “There are a lot of things the dark elves claim as heresy that the Empire doesn’t.”

He stared at her, then looked at the Twins. Nobody paid them any attention. Many of his knights were devout, but they didn’t scream and run away.

As far as his soldiers cared, Nathan was a devout Bastion of Omria. He claimed to have tamed the Messengers, and was defending Doumahr. Heresy didn’t enter into the equation.

“I’ll worry about that later,” he said. “I think we’re ready. Get everybody into formation. Once we open the gateway, the invading demons will turn around and attack us.”

The Twins shot into the air above the mound and hovered on opposite sides of it. The knights formed up into ranks at the edge of the clearing, shields raised as they defended the exits. Towering suits of armor stood in front of them, powered by Nathan’s magic. More summons occupied the stone walls behind them, just in case any demons made it through.

Only Nathan and his Champions stood in the clearing itself. Sen began casting spells, pentagons flaring over her greatsword as she prepared for the incoming attack. Her flames would set off the oil and gas trap.

Nathan reached for his binding stones. Then he began to focus the power. This was a form of ascended magic, he realized. He had been taught that it was binding stone magic—an extension of how he used the power to create his summons and castle. But that was wrong. He knew better now.

Gareth had created this technique during the evacuation of Trafaumh in their original world. It had been the second to last of his great feats. His last one had killed him, when he cast a ninth rank spell so great that it wiped out hundreds of square miles full of demons and slew a Messenger.

Now, Nathan took on his old mentor’s mantle. He refined the spell that Gareth had taught him.

Reaching out through the leylines, Nathan found the active portal in the Spires. Then he connected it to Gharrick Pass.

Thunder rippled across the clearing. Wind burst into existence, knocking down several of his Champions.

Nathan remained standing. Above him, the Twins’ bodies shimmered with darkness. He felt the demonic energy of the cascade surge through the connection he had created. A moment later, it hit him like a truck.

His vision swam. Hands wrapped around him, but he remained standing.

Slowly, the world returned to normal.

A window of white stood in the center of the mound. It stood dozens of feet tall, was blindingly bright, and always appeared to face Nathan.

A moment later, the first demons appeared from it.
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The beasts charged through the gateway. Animalistic roars erupted from them as they emerged. Their weapons banged against their armor and their armored greaves rumbled throughout the clearing. Every demon looked slightly different, but all of them were bestial monsters. They had twisted visages created from the animal kingdom, spliced with a brutish human physique, and given blood red skin.

Hundreds of them poured forth. A few looked around in confusion, but most didn’t bother. Nathan didn’t know if demons were intelligent or if they operated on animal instincts. Kadria had implied they were weapons. Created for the purpose of invading Doumahr.

“Sen,” he barked.

The red pentagons around her sword glowed brightly. A moment later, she cast her fifth rank spell.

A plume of flame blocked off the demons’ advance. The wall of fire encircled the gateway, and the demons found themselves with no way forward. They pushed up to the flames but no farther.

More and more demons poured forward. They splashed around in the oil. A few looked down. One even pulled out a cannister of gas. The fire spell had been cast far away from the trap Nathan had set.

“Heavies,” Seraph said grimly, looking past the demons.

Hulking demons strode through the gateway, carrying halberds with blades as large as a person. Each of these heavies wore armor as thick as Nathan’s fist. They towered over their smaller brethren and knocked them about, as if in amusement.

“Wow. They really do look nasty,” Sen said.

“Yeah. We call them heavies because that’s what they are. Hulking brutes with massive weapons,” Nathan said.

The wall of flames showed no signs of wavering. The demons began chanting and beating their chests. Given more time, they would use human wave tactics—demon wave tactics, Nathan supposed.

In the previous invasion, they had climbed the walls by using bodies as shields. A wall of flames could be suppressed with enough bodies. Especially if those bodies were covered in solid steel.

“That’s enough. Sen,” he ordered.

“Got it.”

She pointed her sword at the sky and began casting a supercharged fourth rank spell. A pair of glowing squares appeared around her.

Moments later, meteors crashed into the mass of demons.

The world shook with a series of explosions. Thwooms rippled across the clearing. Great, hot searing balls of red hot fire shot a hundred feet into the air. Gore rained from the sky.

The laughter of the Twins broke through the cacophony of crackling flames, deafening explosions, and screaming knights. Nathan’s soldiers cowered in fear. The heat billowed against him and he covered his face with his hand. He felt like he was standing in front of an open furnace

More canisters of gas went off, as the flames cooked off the oil and superheated the sand around them. The demons still alive panicked as their surroundings filled with fire and earth. Their choices were grim.

If they remained near the gateway, the demons would be blown apart or cooked alive. But fleeing took them through a white-hot wall of flames. They took their chances, and charged through Sen’s spell.

Only the heavies made it through. Narime and Sen put them out of their misery with judicious use of their fiery spells.

Ciana stared at the destruction grimly. The rest of his Champions remained unfazed. Astra appeared openly joyful, and even clapped as each canister exploded, her eyes glowing with excitement.

“Boom, haha,” she said with a grin. “I like these.”

“Holy fucking shit, Nathan,” Nurevia said. “Remind me never to make you mad. I thought they were joking about the spells you used. Is the flesh-eating flood real?”

“They’re demons. Anything less than total destruction isn’t enough,” he said, blood pouring down his face. “They’ll overwhelm us with a tide of bodies if we let them.”

The rain of blood had stopped. Ciana pulled a lace handkerchief from her uniform and used it to clean off Nathan’s face. He tried not to screw up his face as she wiped around his nose.

“Is now the time?” he asked Ciana.

She stuck her tongue out at him. “You shouldn’t leave blood on your face. It might make you sick.”

“I can’t get sick.” Especially now.

That surge of energy he had felt when the Twins had stopped the cascade terrified Nathan. For a moment, he thought he was going to die. He had been certain his heart had stopped. His nerve buzzed with magical energy.

And his binding stone reserves had all been topped up.

Was this what true power felt like? The Twins had effortlessly accomplished what Gareth had spent his entire life trying to understand. Cascades had remained the one thing that escaped humanity’s understanding in Nathan’s old world.

Now, Nathan controlled a pair of succubi who effortlessly manipulated them. He had deviated so far from the path of a Bastion he couldn’t even see it anymore.

Whatever. It didn’t matter.

The gateway shimmered. It began to grow.

“That’s not good,” Nathan uttered.

“Should it be doing that?” Ciana asked.

The Twins drifted backward, putting distance between them and whatever was coming through.

“Knights, throw more cannisters into the flames,” Nathan snapped. “Now!”

A dozen beastkin charged forward and hurled the small containers of gas into the burning flames. They bounced and rolled into the flames. Nothing happened immediately, as they needed time to heat up and explode.

Something truly massive emerged through the gateway. A hulking blue head, the size of a house. A single black horn stuck out from its forehead and dozens of beady black eyes covered its carapace-like skin. The beast emerged, standing over fifty feet tall. In place of hands, it had claws the size of people. Its body was covered in a thick shell of steel, which was painted with garish colors.

“Behemoth,” Seraph said, eyes wide. She took a step back. “I’ve never seen one before.”

“Uh, Nathan, Ifrit says to run,” Sen squeaked. “That thing is apparently immune to magic.”

“It’s not,” he snapped. “The armor needs penetrating spells. You’ve been practicing those.”

Before they could continue, the gas canisters erupted. The explosions ripped into the beast. Flames shot beneath its armor. Parts of its blue carapace cracked from the heat.

The behemoth bellowed in pain, the force of its yell loud enough to force Nathan to cover his ears. Fei, Ciana, and Narime snapped their hands over their ears in pain.

The ground quaked as the behemoth fell to its knees. The flames seared its flesh. Its black eyes glowed red, shooting around like crazy.

“It’s weak,” Fei chirped.

She shot forward, flames around her arms. Then she hurled them at the monster. The blue fire latched onto the behemoth. Unlike normal demons, which melted like wax upon impact from Fei’s flames, the behemoth lit up like a huge candle. The beast tried to roar, but the attempt only allowed the fire into its lungs.

Fei continued to pump her flames into the monster. A manic grin stretched across her face. Her sapphires glowed so bright that Nathan worried they were going to explode. Nathan wondered how Fei kept this up.

Was her duogem ability that powerful? Fei now had a form of magical vampirism. She regained magic using her flames. In effect, she was eating the behemoth.

The huge monster collapsed in itself suddenly, its body failing. The heavy armor crushed what remained of it. Dust billowed up.

Fei stopped using her ability. Her flames flickered out of existence a few seconds later.

“Wow. That was easy.” The catgirl flicked her long black hair and preened for Nathan.

“Good job, Fei.” He walked up and scratched behind her ears. Her tail flicked back and forth in pleasure.

“I’m surrounded by monsters,” Nurevia said.

Astra punched her in the side, then walked forward. With a sweep of her arm, the trigem blew out the remaining flames. A gale of wind blew across the clearing.

No more demons surged through. The Twins descended and poked their arms through the gateway, as if testing that it worked.

“Are you coming with us?” Seraph asked Nathan. “Your binding stones won’t work once you go through. It’s dangerous.”

“I’ll manage,” he grunted.

Ciana stuck to him like glue as they approached the gateway. Behind them, his knights formed up. Fei and Narime peeled off to give them orders.

He paused and looked around. As much as it hurt him to think it, this might be the last time he saw some of his Champions. He burned their faces in his mind.

Fei, Sen, Ciana, Seraph, Narime, Nurevia, and Astra.

“Don’t,” Astra said, staring at him. “Weak eyes.”

“Saw right through me, huh.” He grimaced. “I regretted not saying goodbye last time.”

Sen clapped him on the back. “Then make sure you don’t need to say goodbye this time. We’re not going anywhere, Nathan. And if I’m in any danger, I’ll jump behind the idiots floating around over there.” She pointed at the Twins.

Ciana and Sen pushed him forward, but he did note that they remained close to him.

“Let’s go,” Nathan said.

He stepped through the gateway.
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The world on the other side of the gateway looked familiar to Nathan. Not because it was a volcanic hellscape—which it was—but because he had been before.

But not when he defended the Spires.

“I know this place,” he said, looking around in wonder.

All portals were formed of two core sections: the valley and the clearing. The clearing contained the rift that the demons invaded through, and Nathan had opened the gateway here. The valley was the long stretch that the demons charged through to reach the exit.

The role of a Bastion was to prevent the demons and any Messengers from getting from the clearing to the far end of the valley.

But this portal turned all concept of that idea on its head, at least at first glance.

There were two clearings. One stood above the other, separated by steep cliffs. Winding pathways built from marble and bone connected the two, and extended over the glowing abyss that was visible over the edges of the cliffs. Slate towers extended above the walkways and their bases sat in the bottom clearing.

Nathan stood atop a throne crafted from bone. It stood hundreds of feet tall, with winged arches that rose even higher above him. Behind him, his Champions and knights marched onto its cracked surface. They stared in warped fascination at their surroundings.

Far below him, in the bottom clearing, was a stone wall that marked the exit from the portal. A brutal battle took place around it. In fact, a battle took place everywhere.

Dark elves and countless summons filled the towers overlooking the bone walkways. They fired catapults, ballistae, and a variety of wicked siege weapons onto the demons below them. Behemoths swung their claws at the towers in return, and some could reach the towers.

Nathan watched as a behemoth took out the middle of a tower. Screams echoed across the entire battlefield, as hundreds of dark elves were crushed beneath the ruins of a collapsing tower. Far below them, a swarm of demons rushed the survivors.

The bottom clearing seethed with an uncountable red mass of beasts and dozens of behemoths. An endless light show of magic and gem abilities blew apart hundreds of demons at a time, and sometimes felled a behemoth. But more came, neverending. The Spires’ defenses slowly failed.

This was the difficulty in fighting a Messenger. They warped the portal, and a Bastion couldn’t change the terrain itself. This terrain favored the attacker and left the dark elves on the backfoot. Nathan had been fairly lucky that the Twins hadn’t done something similarly awful.

Standing around him, none of his Champions said anything. Even Nurevia was speechless, as she saw her homeland beaten back.

“Oh wow. I think I know this guy,” Maura said as she landed next to Nathan.

“He invaded Trafaumh,” Nathan said in response. “I forget his name. But his power was obscene. He gave no warning, then attacked Soreaux, the capital and destroyed it overnight. By the time we defeated him, the entire eastern half of Trafaumh had been overrun by demons.”

“Wait, Trafaumh?” Seraph hissed. “Wasn’t that one of the last nations to fall?

“Yes. We had several trigem Champions between everyone when we took him down.” Nathan took a deep breath. “This is bad.”

“I mean, we’re here,” Laura said.

“Less talk, more fight,” Astra said.

She blurred past them and leaped off the throne. Her cape fluttered in the air behind.

Then the effect was ruined as Astra snapped her arms out. Magic flared from her as she shredded the ranks of the demons below them.

“Damn it,” Nathan cursed. “Seraph, Narime, Fei, Nurevia, I need you to command the knights. We need to prevent the gateway from being overrun by demons. Ciana, Sen, you’re with me. You two.” He pointed at the Twins. “Protect the gateway.”

“Whaaaat?” the succubi whined, holding each others’ hands as they pressed themselves against Nathan. No matter how big their tits were, Nathan couldn’t feel them through his breastplate.

“Don’t play dumb. If the Messenger gets past us, he’ll be through the gateway within seconds. He’s a spatial manipulator.” Nathan pointed at both of them. “Just like the two of you. Keep him out.”

“Yeah, yeah. You better show us a good time after this,” Maura said, rolling her eyes.

The Champions split up in response to Nathan’s orders. He drew his sword and ran forward up to the edge of the platform they were on. As he expected, a ramp of pearly bone descended to the volcanic wasteland below.

In the distance, he saw the entrances to the pathways to the lower level. Demons massed around them. None of them paid attention to the hundreds of beastkin knights clattering down the ramp. Those demons who had noticed the portal closing had been blown apart several minutes ago.

Nathan saw Astra in a mass of corpses. Her enemies barely had time to turn toward her before she obliterated them. The demon’s bodies slowly disintegrated after they died, but Astra killed them faster than this happened.

At a glance, Astra’s movement looked absurd. She punched or kicked the air. Her arms swung about wildly. Sometimes she even did flips or spun about.

But the piles of slowly vaporizing corpses told a different story. Her opals glowed. Every punch blew holes through demons. Her kicks sent heads flying into the void. When she windmilled her arms around, the demons were churned up by an invisible meat grinder. Astra ground down hundreds of the beasts with a brutal ferocity.

A behemoth lurched in her direction.

“Sen, fifth rank spell. Use a penetrating version of Ifrit’s lance,” Nathan ordered.

“Got it,” Sen said. She pointed her hand at the behemoth and a pentagon flared into existence around it.

Astra didn’t wait for support. She grabbed the behemoth’s horn with her gem ability. With a howl, the behemoth struggled against her. Slowly but surely, Astra pulled it to its knees.

Then the behemoth lashed out with its claws. At least fifty demons were ground into paste in the process, as the hulking blue beast slammed its house-sized appendages into Astra. The ground shook. Dust and dirt flew up from the ground.

Ciana gasped, and moved in front of Nathan reflexively. She raised her sword and shield.

Sen maintained her focus, and the pentagon glowed bright red. “Now?”

“Wait for a clear shot at its head,” Nathan said.

Ciana looked at him in shock, then back at the behemoth.

When their view cleared, Astra stood perfectly still. The points of the behemoth’s claws dug into her, but no farther. All three of her opals glowed.

In response, the dark elf began to rip the claws out, one-by-one. The behemoth tried to withdraw, but found itself held in place, despite its strength.

Sen saw her chance. Her spell shot off. A massive lance, easily as large as one of the behemoth’s claws, shot into the monster’s face. It punched through its carapace in one shot. A moment later, lava streamed out from its wound.

Then the behemoth was dead, and its corpse disintegrated like any other demon.

“Killing dozens of them will take forever,” Sen said.

“They’re one of the most powerful greater demons there are,” Nathan said. “I’m glad I used this plan and didn’t let Astra come here alone. We’ve shut off reinforcements by closing the portal. If we had to fight both a Messenger and a neverending tide of behemoths, I don’t know if we could win.”

Both of his Champions stared at him in shock.

“It’s true. We don’t win by denying reality,” he said. “I know this Messenger. He’s a mean piece of work.”

They caught up to Astra, who slowed down her advance to let them catch up. Of course, once they did reach her, she charged toward the next mass of demons.

The enemies appeared to be unending.

Nathan conserved his own strength. While he had four binding stones to draw on, he was far enough from his closest one that using them was inefficient. He needed to save his best spells for the Messenger.

What was his name again? All Nathan remembered was some over-the-top speech about how he was an apostle of doom, or something ridiculous like that. It had been true, given the damage he had done. But Nathan hated to let the Messengers prattle on.

In the distance, Nathan saw his army cut into the rear of the demons. His other Champions led the attack, and prevented his knights from engaging the most dangerous demons.

The beastkin knights used magic and enchanted equipment. While they were strong enough to fight ordinary demons, letting them fight heavies or a behemoth would result in a massacre. Even an enhanced or monogem Champion had a huge edge over the knights.

Blue flames consumed an entire walkway, and Nathan heard Fei’s laughter. The catgirl danced through an entire column of demons by herself. Although she was ignoring his orders to support the knights, Nathan couldn’t deny that she was effective.

Her flames torched demons at a speed that matched even Astra’s ferocity, and she could take down Behemoth’s with focused effort. The danger was that the smaller demons quickly overran her.

Which is what was about to happen. Nathan watched as Fei concentrated on melting a behemoth, ignorant to the dozens of demons flanking her.

“Sen, over there,” he snapped, pointing at Fei.

Without another word, Sen sent meteors crashing down among the demons. When the catgirl jumped and looked over at them, Sen waved in return.

Fei had the decency to look embarrassed. She pulled back afterward and supported the knights.

On another walkway, Seraph and Nurevia joined forces to keep the demons at bay. Seraph’s magical waves made short work of the heavies, as she disintegrated their armor. Her regeneration ability allowed her to keep going against the weaker demons, and her energy waves destroyed equipment.

The behemoth armor took longer to damage, given it was magic-resistant. But as cracks built up in it, Nurevia peppered the blue giants with glowing explosive crossbow bolts. Her abilities were purely offensive, but allowed her to harm even the behemoths. The heads of heavies vanished if the dark elf so much as looked at them.

Nathan imagined Nurevia’s cackling as she swept about the battlefield in her hot pants and vest.

Narime remained behind, by contrast. Her tails flattened dozens of heavies at a time as necessary, turning the beasts into flattened piles of steel on the ground. If a behemoth got close, her gems glowed and she blew holes through their armor. Narime’s gem ability allowed her to ignore protective barriers and wards, making the anti-magic protections of the behemoths useless.

In Nathan’s old world, Narime had been his secret weapon to slaying behemoths. By combining her gem abilities, she had been able to blow behemoths apart with ease.

The problem was the sheer exhaustion it caused. Dozens of behemoths waded through the ranks of the demons. If Nathan hadn’t shut the portal, there’d be double or triple this number soon. He suspected most of the dark elf casualties came from the behemoths and the Messenger. Without Astra to tear the blue giants apart one-by-one, their other Champions needed to grind away at the horde of magic-resistant monsters.

But Nathan had things under control now.

His armies pushed down the walkways, wiping out the demons as they went. The dark elf towers closest to them cheered as they passed. Nathan saw a monogem Champion slump over a parapet in exhaustion. She waved at Astra, tears streaming down her face.

“Wow. This is going really well,” Sen said, as she hurled a lance over Astra’s head. “Should I get some practice in as a spellblade?”

“Don’t practice in real battles,” Nathan said. “And the real thing is about to come. I think he’s noticed us.”

Nathan finally spotted the Messenger.

A man walked among the demons in the bottom clearing. Mounds of earth and stone blocked his path. Barriers of light surrounded him. Boulders and fireballs rained down around him, vaporizing demons but leaving him unharmed.

The man wore a black robe in the same fashion of Narime’s homeland. It had elegant black imagery embroidered along the edges and the baggy sleeves. His slick black hair was streaked with white, and hung freely past his shoulders. In comparison to the demons, his figure was trim. Nathan towered over the man by almost a foot and could probably bench press him without magical assistance.

The most obvious sign that this man was the Messenger were the wings of bone arching out of his back. They stretched several feet in length, and flexed with each step he took. The Messenger carried a silver blade that had an eerie blue sheen.

“That him?” Astra said. Her muscles tensed.

“Do not!” Nathan snapped. He grabbed her shoulder.

“Enemy,” she said, glaring at him. But she remained still.

Nathan’s argument fell away as the Messenger looked up at them. For a moment, the eyes of the two men met.

Bastion and Messenger stared at each other.

Then the Messenger’s jaw dropped. His face twisted in a mask of open shock and amazement. He pointed at Nathan with his free hand.

“You!” the Messenger shouted, his voice booming across the entire battlefield.
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After several awkward seconds, the Messenger recovered his composure. He leveled his sword at Nathan.

Instinctively, Nathan began casting defensive spatial wards. That silver blade could lop off his head from this distance.

“Bastion!” the Messenger boomed. “Feel honored, for you are in the presence of the apostle of doom, Thanatos. Now, die.”

Thanatos twisted his arm, pulled it back, then thrust his sword forward. Nathan felt the space in front of him warp. His chest tightened.

Then something exploded against his spatial ward. It shattered like a pane of glass, and the glittering shards of magic dissipated within seconds.

Nathan flew backward from the impact. He rolled end over end. His chest bloomed with pain.

Somebody snatched him up, then set him down on his feet. He saw Astra in the distance, gesturing toward him with her arms.

“Nathan!” Ciana screamed.

She sprinted toward him.

Thanatos appeared above them, his bone wings fanned out around his body. For a moment, he looked like an undead male vision of Omria.

Then Nathan remembered that he had killed Thanatos before. Gods didn’t die.

Then again, neither did Thanatos, apparently.

Before the Messenger landed, Astra swatted him aside. He tumbled end over end down the walkway. His scream of outrage pierced Nathan’s ears.

Ciana grabbed Nathan’s arm. She yanked him over her shoulder, trying to support him as her tail swung back and forth wildly.

“I’m fine,” he grunted out, trying to prevent her from ripping his arm off. “Astra, Sen, we’re pulling back to the others.”

They sprinted toward the gateway. The Twins waved at him in the distance. Nathan ignored them, instead looking around for Fei and his other Champions.

The catgirl was closest, it turned out. She pulled her knights back and handed over command to Nurevia and Seraph. Nathan didn’t know what Narime was doing. The fox maintained her position, possibly because the knights still needed support against the behemoths. Many of the demons had turned around.

Thanatos must have given them orders to attack Nathan’s army.

“Bastion, you can run, but you cannot flee doom,” Thanatos shouted, his voice echoing around them. “Not this time.”

“I think he remembers us,” Sen said.

She quickly cast a spell that coated her sword with a white-hot glow, and sparks shot out from it occasionally. Then she began to cast a fifth rank spell, knowing how long it took to cast it.

From the walkway, a figure charged at them. Thanatos held his arms at this sides, his sword sheathed and wings fanned out above him. Nathan felt that stance was horrendously inefficient.

Unfortunately, Thanatos was a Messenger. He moved as fast as Astra. Within seconds, he stood before them. His silver sword gleamed in the air.

Astra swung at him. This time, the blows slammed into an invisible barrier. Thanatos smirked and held his sword aloft.

The entire world thrummed with magic. Nathan felt the surge in his bones. His binding stones reacted sympathetically in his head.

Instinctively, he looked at the gateway in fear.

It remained in place, but had shrunk significantly. The Twins were nowhere to be seen.

“Strange,” Thanatos said, his voice normal suddenly. “That should have worked. Why can’t I reopen the portal?”

“You can do that?” Nathan asked.

“I am the apostle of doom. I am inevitable. Your struggle only forestalls me.” Thanatos maintained his pose, with his sword pointed to the sky. “Even without the portal, I will crush you and undo the shame of losing to you before. Not that you remember.”

Oh, Nathan remembered. No wonder he had forgotten so much about this obnoxious bastard. Nathan had repressed these memories.

Thanatos was incorrigible.

Were all Messengers this annoying? Nathan remembered a couple being normal warriors.

“Well then, back to the show,” Thanatos said, his voice returning to his usual deafening volume.

Magic swelled around the Messenger. The blue sheen of his sword consumed it, then erupted into flames. Soon, the entire man was a vortex of fire.

“Sen, Fei, I need you to support me,” he snapped.

Narime would have been useful as well—she had countered this in his old world. But the bulk of the demonic army continued to target them. The pressure had lessened on the dark elves, but they weren’t helping Nathan. What was the dark elf Bastion doing?

Sen snapped off her fifth rank spell that she had prepared earlier. Fei’s flames erupted toward Thanatos. Nathan planted his sword in the ground, then cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. Astra and Ciana stood next to him, both of them gripping his sides.

With a sweep of his sword, Thanatos sent his flames hurtling toward them. The vortex transformed into a solid wall of fire.

The moment it struck Sen’s spell, it consumed it. She squealed in shock. Nathan’s spell was eaten in the same instant, and he cursed. Immediately, he reached for the binding stones in a panic. This spell had been countered by Narime.

Then Fei’s flames met Thanatos’s. Both flames held the same shade of blue. They curled around each other in the air and seemed to dance around one another.

Thanatos stared at the dancing flames, confused. Then he snapped his sword back, and his vanished. Fei did the same.

“What sorcery is this?” the Messenger said, staring at the catgirl. “Why do you have sapphires? Aren’t you a swordswoman? I remember you cutting my arm off, not using my all-consuming flame.”

Nathan didn’t waste time listening to his confusion. Instead, he used the binding stone power he had drawn upon to prepare his own spatial spell.

Astra got the point. She leaped at Thanatos, her arms blurring. His barrier snapped up, protecting him.

She kept at it, running right for him. Fei joined her, her flames surging at the Messenger. Crossbow bolts slammed into his side a moment later, as Nurevia provided long-range support.

“Enough of this,” Thanatos boomed.

He blinked forward, disappearing and reappearing in an instant. Fei screamed, but the breath was knocked out of her as he slapped her away.

She went flying. Right over the void surrounding the battlefield.

“Fei!” Nathan roared.

Before he moved, Astra snatched the catgirl from the air and hurled her back.

Thanatos blinked again. But his attack slammed into Astra ineffectually.

He froze. “Oh. It’s you. Why are you still alive?”

Astra responded by compressing his face with her fist.

Thanatos stepped backward and slashed with his sword. Space ruptured.

Impossibly, Astra’s clothes tore open. She looked down and patted her skin. A thin line had appeared over her stomach. The skin hadn’t torn, but Nathan saw the impression of a cut on her skin. Even after several seconds, her body and clothes didn’t repair themselves.

“Damn. I thought that would work,” the Messenger grunted, his voice normal. “No, seriously. You’re usually dead by now. I’ve fought you literally once.”

The next second, Sen’s lance soared toward him. His wings snapped shut. The lance dug deep into them. Lava burst out from it, and Thanatos screamed. He blinked again.

This time, Nathan was ready. When Thanatos reappeared, Nathan’s sword was there.

Again, the Messenger blurred, but only to spin around and block Nathan’s attack. Both of them unleashed spatial spells at once.

In an instant, both swords ceased to exist above their hilts. The blades simply vanished.

Thanatos let out an inhuman scream and slapped Nathan away. The blow hurt, but he felt his connection to Ciana soften the impact. A barrier of light sprung up in existence between the Messenger and Sen, as Ciana activated her gem.

“Enough. I’ve had enough!” Thanatos screamed. “I’ve had that sword for… I don’t know how long. Forever! I’m killing you all now.”

Nathan felt the entire portal shudder. The ground rumbled. The sky changed color, transforming from a hazy red to bright gold. The magic around Nathan became stifling. The closest comparison was when the Twins had channeled the cascade through him.

Sen and the other Champions collapsed, struggling to breathe. Only Astra remained standing, but she couldn’t move. Her opals shined brightly. For whatever reason, she had been frozen in place.

“Hey, no breaking the rules!” a familiar voice screamed.

Maura crashed into Thanatos foot-first like a comet. The moment she hit him, the world returned to normal.

Thanatos tumbled across the ground, cursing as he went.

The succubus rushed over to Nathan and pulled him to his feet. “Quick question: do you hear any voices in your head?”

“Does yours count?” he asked, still feeling groggy.

“Save the sweet talk for later,” Maura said, but she pecked him on the cheek. “Stopped him in time, at least. I knew this guy was an ass, but if he nukes a portal he’ll fuck everything.”

“What happened to the gateway?” Nathan croaked out. He nearly toppled over.

Maura propped him up by sliding her arm around him. “Laura’s taking care of it. We’ve got your binding stone, big boy. Don’t worry about this asshole.”

Around Nathan, his Champions rose to their feet. Astra pressed a hand to her opals, visibly shaking.

“Astra, you’re fine,” he called out.

“I…” she looked up at him. “Nathan…”

Then she spoke in absolute gibberish. He vaguely recognized the words as something in dark elvish, but the structure and words sounded archaic. Nathan barely understood modern dark elf, let alone the ancient versions.

“Uh, what?” Sen said. “Ifrit understood that, but I didn’t. Something about seeing the past?”

Astra looked at Sen, her head snapping around fast enough to make Nathan worry about her health.

A moment later, the dark elf spoke normally, “Fine. I’m fine.”

Ciana rushed up to Nathan and pressed against his side, glaring at the succubus.

“Now isn’t the time,” he growled, shaking both women off. “Thanatos isn’t dead.”

“Don’t call him that,” Maura groaned. “I think his name is Tarou or something?”

“It is not!” Thanatos roared as he appeared in front of them.

“Yamada?” the succubus suggested.

“Why do you do this to me?”

Thanatos summoned his blue flames again. Without Fei to handle them, Nathan drew on his binding stone power. Maura simply raised an eyebrow.

A moment later, the flames fizzled out and died.

“Oh, I didn’t even do anything that time,” Maura said.

Narime and Nurevia approached them. The fox’s gems glowed, a sign that she had dispelled Thanatos’s spell.

“The fox is here?” Thanatos said. He looked between Fei, Narime, and then at Nathan. “This almost is a rematch. Save for you.” He curled a finger at Maura. “Do not interfere in my business. I will not disrupt our master’s business again. Now begone.”

Before Maura said anything more, Nathan seized the opportunity to ask something, “You seem confused by all of this. Why do you think Astra should be dead?”

“And now the Bastion is talking to me? Last time you spent all your time distraught over all the people I slew.” Thanatos laughed. “Whatever. None of this makes sense. I’ve invaded thousands of worlds. Even more if I include all the ones I don’t remember. I am an apostle of doom. When I invade, this world is on its last legs. The legends have fallen, and everyone is desperate. But these dark elves barely know how to fight back. It’s as though I’m the first Messenger they’ve seen in their lifetimes.”

“You are, dumbass,” Maura spat.

“How would you…” he trailed as he noticed the arm she had looped around Nathan. “What.”

“Oh. Meet my new master. His cock is huge. Totally ruins me every night,” Maura said, flapping a hand in the air. “So, like, fuck off now. You’re not needed here.”

For several long seconds, Thanatos simply stared at the succubus. Nathan wondered if his mind had broken down from Maura’s words. He appeared to be struggling with something.

“So, you’re a prize now?” Thanatos said, his voice oddly hollow. “Then I guess I’ll kill all of them and claim you and your sister. It’s only fitting.”

Then he flexed his bone wings and blinked in front of Nathan, arm outstretched and ready to strike.
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Awall of light appeared between Nathan and Thanatos’s hand. The Messenger crashed into it, and it cracked.

Maura threw Nathan backward. One of her arms shrouded with darkness and she slashed at her enemy.

A barrier shimmered around Thanatos, clinging to his body. Maura’s attack went right through him. Instead, it vaporized a two-hundred-foot stretch of ground below him. The void glowed beneath him.

His wings snapped out and Thanatos shot into the air. He began to tilt to the side, as one half of his wings sagged.

Astra’s opals glowed as she mimed pulling a rope, as if she were reeling Thanatos in like a fish. The Messenger growled. He tried to break free, swing his arm through the air several times. A scream escaped him as Astra ripped out one of the bones in his back, and gore sprayed everywhere. He continued flying away, however.

“His sword,” Nathan said. “He relied on it for spatial attacks.”

“Yeah, he’s more of a magic guy,” Maura said. “Fucks with the raw fabric of stuff. He can create things that replicate other tricks, but his actual ascended magic is limited to actually manipulating magic itself.”

“How does he teleport?” Nathan asked.

“The robe, I think. I think he uses a tattoo or something to protect himself from mental magic.” Maura swung her arms at Thanatos, but his barrier shrugged off her attack. “Guess the robe protects him from spatial attacks, too? Fuck, I dunno. How does the dumb goat work this shit out?”

To one side, Sen attempted to cast a sixth rank spell. Thanatos spotted her and blinked in front of her.

When he swung at her, she deflected the blow with her blade. It glowed white hot from her enchantment spell.

The moment her blade touched his arm, Thanatos recoiled. He blinked away, but his flicker was disrupted. Flames and crossbow bolts followed the Messenger. Sen stumbled during her swing, trying to recover her footing after her target vanished.

The arm of Thanatos’s robe fluttered to the ground beside her. His barrier shattered in the air around him after being broken by Sen’s spell.

“Let’s try that again,” Nathan said. “Everyone—”

His attempt to call attention to Thanatos’s clothing was interrupted by a surge of power. Every gem ability and spell was snuffed out in an instant. Fei’s flames vanished and Nurevia’s bolts lost their glow. Even Astra lost her long-distance attacks, her opals sputtering uselessly.

Thanatos immediately pressed his advantage. He blinked in front of Astra, his arms wreathed in flames.

“All immortals must accept the inevitable!” he boomed, as he consumed the dark elf in fire.

A second later, Astra stepped out from the fire and clocked him in the face. Her opals glowed. Thanatos stumbled backward, cursing loudly. The blow couldn’t have been strong, however.

He grabbed Astra’s arms and threw her into the dirt. “So weak.”

Nathan reached for his magic, only to find it impossibly difficult. To his magical senses, the world appeared to be smothered in magic. He choked in the stuff, and focusing his spells became impossible.

Even Maura struggled, as the darkness over her arms appeared to be thinner than usual. She still had access to some of her magic, it seemed, just less. She bit her lip and moved in front of Nathan. Beside him, Ciana stared in shock. She touched her gem.

Nathan saw the other Champions do the same. He still felt the link to them, but had they lost it? Or were they confused by the loss of their gem abilities?

A lance slammed into Thanatos’s back and he roared. Once again, lava spewed all over him, but he quickly consumed them with blue flames. Without his barrier, he was in genuine danger.

Thanatos breathed heavily, glaring at Sen. Parts of his robe were badly burned, and he looked hurt.

Nathan stared at Sen, who prepared another spell. She was the only person here still capable of using magic.

Then he realized what was going on. Everyone else relied on the binding stone or used ascended magic. Only Sen used the natural elements. Thanatos hadn’t blocked all magic—he had countered ascended magic.

It occurred to Nathan that Sen wasn’t the only person still capable of using magic.

He stopped trying to use his binding stones, and instead drew on his normal magic reserves.

Then he stepped past Maura, pointed his sword at Thanatos and cast one of his favorite wind spells.

A scything blast of wind slammed into the Messenger. Thanatos laughed in response.

“Is that your best? Without ascended magic, this is all you can muster?” Thanatos boomed. He flexed his bare muscles.

Then the Messenger stared at his bare skin, as the ribbons of his robe fluttered to the ground.

“Yeah, I think I’m happier with you, Nathan,” Maura said, sneering at Thanatos’s naked body.

She raised her arms and made a severing motion across his body. A second later, Thanatos collapsed into three pieces.

Silence fell over the battlefield. Over the coming seconds, almost everyone collapsed. Ciana wrapped her arms around Nathan and pressed her face into his chest. Her horn scraped against his breastplate, so he gently shifted her head to a more comfortable position.

“Could you or Laura have done that to me?” he asked Maura.

“When we attacked? Totally. I tried it on that old bastard. He had something in his armor that prevented me from cutting him in half, and I triggered some sort of trap that nearly fried me. Nasty stuff.” The succubus grimaced. “But Laura could have killed you whenever she wanted, it sounds like. She just got too horny. Can’t blame her, really.”

Nathan raised his head and looked at the red sky above him.

So, he had beaten the Twins because Laura never took him seriously. He had known that. His entire last ditch plan had relied on Laura not ripping him apart when he kept her busy. And he had seen her obliterate a huge slice of the wall and everyone inside it. He didn’t like thinking about that, because she had killed a lot of people in the process.

But outright seeing the truth hurt. He could win now, he felt. His spatial wards had improved.

“I’m going to make some better armor when we get back. Start putting wards into it,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, that’s smart.” Maura patted him on the back. “Think about body modification while you’re at it. We can teach you. Laura’s better at it than I am. Probably the only thing she’s good at.”

They stood there for almost a minute.

Suddenly, Nathan remembered where they were. “Fuck, the demons.”

“Nathan!” Narime reached him.

“Narime, the invasion—”

“It’s gone,” she said. “When the whole portal shook and I collapsed, they all vanished. Are you alright? I missed a lot of that.”

“He’s great,” Maura said.

The fox glared at her.

“I’m fine. Really,” Nathan said. He patted Narime on the head. “Thanks for dealing with the demons.”

“I don’t think they mattered much. What happened? It felt like the portal was about to collapse?” Narime asked.

“It nearly did,” Maura said. “Crazy asshole tried to fuck up everything. If he’d taken down the whole portal, the boss would have intervened himself. Nobody wants that.”

Nathan stared. “Why?”

“Err, ask the dumb goat.” Maura scratched her head. “I only felt the consequences once. These things are the boss’s tendrils. He uses them to, like, mess with your world given he can’t enter it. If they go pop, they’ll overflow into the world. Stuff goes wrong, and that means your goddess goes nuts. The one time it happened while I was around, the boss just yanked us all out. Blew his fucking top.”

“Doesn’t he want to interfere with the world?” Nathan asked, confused.

“He can’t do it directly. We need to infiltrate. Crawl in, and convince dumbasses to ruin everything for us. That’s his whole schtick. He convinces the world to destroy itself for him, then eats it. Mister Inevitable over there would have been a three course meal, instead of a three piece trophy.” Maura gestured to where Thanatos’s corpse had been, as it had disintegrated.

Despite how pressing the rest of the war felt, he needed to know the answer to his next question.

“Why did he remember everything? Thanatos, that is,” Nathan asked.

“I don’t know that,” Maura whined. “We never truly die. Kadria says stuff about infinite infinities and crap. I don’t get that. All I know is that if I die, I still remember what happened beforehand. It just feels like I get compressed together sometimes. There are times I remember multiple versions of the same world.”

Narime’s tails lowered as she tried to make sense of the conversation she listened to. Nathan waved her to put up with this, but he suspected he had some explaining to do later.

“So, Thanatos might not have been the same one, but a version that inherited the memories?” Nathan asked.

“Stop asking difficult questions. Don’t you have things to do? Once you finish up here, I can help you conquer the world or something. That’s what we’re here for, right? You want to rule over everything, and we’re going to help you pull it off.” Maura stared at him.

“I’ll get back to you on that.”

“Spoilsport.”

Nathan walked away from the succubus and toward one of the walkways. Narime joined him, and so did Seraph.

For some reason, Astra stood at the edge, staring at the bottom clearing with an expression of confusion.

“Is something wrong?” he asked Astra.

“They’re gone,” she said.

He almost asked who, but one look confirmed who she was talking about.

Almost all of the dark elf defenders had vanished. Most of the towers remained occupied, but the defenders at the far entrance had left. Nathan didn’t see any Champions or elite spellblades.

He looked again, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him.

A pit formed in his stomach. Something was very wrong in the Spires.

Inside his armor, he felt the warmth of Alice’s mirror as it glowed against his chest.
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Nathan withdrew the mirror and activated it. Alice’s face appeared. She looked harried, but well.

“Don’t scare me like that,” she said, relief erupting on her face. “You took so long to answer that I…” She coughed.

“If you’re assuming the worst, that’s not good,” he said. “How’s Aleich?”

“Holding up. There’s… No, we’ll talk about that later. I’m fine. Anna’s fine. It’s you that I’m worried about, Nathan. What happened at the Spires? I still can’t reach anyone on the wireless. Grandpa says that Councillor Veleria isn’t responding to her mirror. Castle Forselburg has been reporting insane leyline readings.”

Nathan let out an explosive breath. That had been a lot to take in.

At least he had confirmed that whatever Thanatos had done was detectable by his devices. That might be useful in the future.

“We’ve defeated the Messenger. The problem is that the dark elf defenders have vanished,” Nathan said, staring at Astra.

She stared back at him.

Alice didn’t respond.

“I think this is a second coup,” Nathan said.

Astra leaped over the cliff, her cape fluttering behind her. Narime shouted after her, while Nathan merely shut his eyes.

“This doesn’t seem like a coincidence,” Alice said. “But how can our enemies time an attack by a Messenger?”

“They can’t, but someone else can,” Nathan said.

Looking back at Maura, he faced up to reality.

Whatever might be going on with Falmir and everyone else, Nathan had ascended to a level of power that his true opponents weren’t the mortal rulers of this world. Falmir’s king, the Spires’ Council, Torneus, and everyone else were pawns in a huge game.

The players were Omria and this chaotic monster that controlled the Messengers. The more Nathan meddled with their plans, the more they fought back against him.

The time for secrets had passed. If he hadn’t made the deal with Maura and Laura, would Nathan be staring down another apocalypse?

If he went back in time, to when he stood in Gharrick Pass and decided whether to defend the Spires or focus on the civil war, was there an alternate Nathan who didn’t come here? Or one who came the long way? What happened to them?

He realized he didn’t want to know. That he didn’t need to know.

But the thought chilled him nonetheless. He had grazed oblivion for the second time. This time, he had averted it through his own decisions, rather than the generosity of a Messenger who felt he might be useful to her.

“I need to go, Alice. Stay safe. At all costs,” he said. He moved to switch the mirror off.

“Wait!” she called.

He froze.

“Whatever you do, Nathan, keep the dark elf Bastions alive,” she said. “Their Champions are the only people defending the Houkeem Desert. Everyone else has abandoned it to fight in the war. If we lose them, we lose everything.”

“Right.” He nodded. “Thanks for the reminder, Alice.”

She smiled at him. “Of course. I love you, Nathan. Stay safe, and I’ll see you soon.”

He blinked, unsure if he had heard her correctly.

Then the mirror deactivated and her face vanished.

When he looked up, Narime stared at him in disbelief.

“Have you really not realized that she wants you?” she asked him, her tails ready to hit him at a moment’s notice.

“I knew she was interested in me, but not to that degree,” he said defensively.

She hit him anyway.

“First Anna, now Alice. You have a real blind spot for nobility,” Narime said. Then she narrowed her eyes. “No, you have a blind spot for anyone you never met in your old world. Is that why you aren’t sleeping with Seraph.”

“The Spires—”

“Can wait a minute. Seraph has waited over a year now. I thought I was loyal, but she’s something else, Nathan. Don’t take her for granted.” Narime’s voice had an edge to it.

He raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll talk to her when this is over.”

“Do a lot more than talk to her,” Narime said.

The knights appeared to be exhausted from the earlier battle. As he didn’t know the state of the Spires, Nathan was hesitant to send his army out. He needed someone to remain in command.

“I’ll do it,” Seraph offered. “If we need to move into the city, my gem ability will be the most useful to support the knights. The rest of you will burn the whole place down.”

Sen and Fei looked down, twisting guiltily.

“Thank you,” Nathan said.

He turned to the Twins, who were sitting cross-legged on the ground and eating what looked like noodles. They attracted a lot of attention in the process, and not just because they were Messengers.

“I need you both to stay here and reinforce the gateway,” he ordered them.

“Seriously? You realize our…” Maura trailed off as she tapped her head. “Special techniques might be useful dealing with this nonsense, right?”

“I’m not doing things your way. I’m doing them my way. Stay here and keep the gateway open. We might need it in a hurry,” he ordered.

“Yeah, sure.” They shrugged at him and returned to their food.

As Nathan and his Champions left the portal, none of the dark elves stopped them or even approached them. The few they saw stared at them from a distance. Astra was long gone, he realized.

But he knew where she had gone. The Jormun Spire.

Once outside, they found themselves inside a reinforced cavern. This, too, was empty. Nathan knew that the binding stone was nearby, but he ignored it. Like Alice had said, the dark elf Champions were vital to the defense of Doumahr.

The cavern exited onto a huge platform that overlooked the Spires. They stood on the side of the Gharrick Mountains, north of Forselle Valley. The many sandstone towers that made up the city rose up to the clouds in front of them. Below them was the city sprawl.

Nathan saw soldiers openly battling each other down there. Fires raged. Magic flew around.

“We need to avoid that,” he said. “Narime, teleport us to the Jormun Spire.”

Given the distance, it only took her one trip to take the six of them: Nathan, Narime, Fei, Nurevia, Sen, and Ciana.

The moment they appeared in the lobby, Nathan knew something was wrong. Screams and shouts echoed off the walls. Heat washed over his skin.

A huge fire roared on one side of the lobby. Nobody tried to put it out.

The doors had been blown apart and their remains littered the room. Outside, hundreds of dark elves fought each other.

“This is absolute chaos,” Nathan said, staring at what was happening.

Nurevia’s face was as pale as a ghost. Her limbs shook as she saw open revolt in her homeland. Nathan tugged her arm, and she followed along.

A few guards noticed them, but seemed too shocked to do anything. Or perhaps they were terrified of fighting three duogem Champions.

Whatever the case, they made a beeline for the elevators. Surprisingly, they still worked.

Unfortunately, Nathan lacked the key to go to the council floors. He slammed the lever as high as he could.

Then they waited. None of them said anything as they rose. The echo of battle and slaughter entered the open elevator shaft. As they passed each floor, they heard a snippet of the madness taking place there.

When they reached the top, they found Astra.

She stood in a corridor, surrounded by corpses. As always, she remained pristine. Untouched by the blood around her. Her ability to kill from a distance meant no one got close to her.

Nathan saw two monogem Champions among the dead. The rest looked like soldiers, including several spellblades. None of them were a threat to Astra.

But the fact they had attacked her spoke volumes.

“Astra, do you know what’s happened?” he asked her, ignoring the scene of devastation.

“Council chamber. Lockdown,” she said. Her eyes bore into Nathan. “Too late.”

Nathan suddenly realized what was wrong about meeting Astra on this level. She had a key to the upper levels. If she was here, that meant she couldn’t reach those levels using the elevator.

“Lockdown?” he asked.

Astra didn’t answer.

Nurevia did. “It’s standard procedure if the Spires are threatened. Upper levels of the Spire are shut out. Elevators won’t access them. The council chamber has an extra shield as well, given how important they are. The idea is that they can survive even an attack by Champions in there, until help arrives.”

Nathan shut his eyes. That pit in his stomach grew larger.

“Let’s hope that’s true,” he said. “And that the only reason they’re in lockdown is to protect the Council.”

The others stared at him. Astra didn’t. Her expression suggested that she suspected the same thing he did.

A true coup attempt could strike fast enough to get inside the council chamber. The lockdown might protect the perpetrator, not the Council.

Or, in fact, the perpetrator might be on the Council. Too many things could go wrong right now.

They found the stairs to the upper level. These were locked down as well on this level, but Fei made short work of the magical protection and then Astra ripped the steel doors apart.

The next level contained dozens more guards. They ignored them. Nathan urged Astra on.

Dark elves chased them higher, flinging spells after them on the stairs. The strange wards of the Spires increased in power as they rose.

“Why can’t we teleport again?” Sen gasped out as she deflected a spell.

“The wards will interfere. For all we know, they might send us a mile into the air. Then we plummet to our deaths,” Narime said.

“That might not be that bad,” Sen said.

Nathan rolled his eyes and hoisted her onto his back. Unlike the Champions, she didn’t have enhancements, so she felt the fatigue of a battle plus running up flight after flight of stairs.

The other women glared at Sen in jealousy.

“Don’t any of you dare slow down,” Nathan warned, recognizing the expression on Fei’s face.

When they reached the uppermost floors, the stairwell stopped. There were even more guards here.

Astra swept them aside, sending bodies flying everywhere.

Then she pointed across the room, at a spiral staircase on the far side of a marble hall. “There. Stairs to chamber.”

Nathan had only used the lift before. Of course Astra knew how to navigate the Spires normally.

They ran forward through the open hall.

Suddenly, Ciana stopped. She turned and faced where they had come from.

“Go!” she shouted.

Nathan and the others stopped dead, staring at her. He gestured for them to continue. Time was of the essence. He could deal with his beloved horsegirl.

Dozens of dark elf soldiers poured into the hall. More surged through the stairwell they had come through. There appeared to be no end of them. Their screams and shouts blended together as they roared toward Nathan and Ciana.

Behind him, Fei and the others ascended the staircase.

“Ciana, we need to—” Nathan tried to say.

She cut him off by activating her gem ability. Her diamonds flared with light and a glimmering barrier of silver light bloomed into existence across the hall. Fireballs and crossbow bolts bounced off it. The dark elves slammed into it, flailing against it.

Nathan felt the power pouring out of her as she maintained the barrier. Her gem couldn’t maintain this for too long.

“Nathan, trust me. I’m your Champion. I am your shield. That means I’ll protect your heart as well. If it hurts you to kill them, then I’ll keep them from you.” She gave him a bright smile. “I’ll hold them back. Go.”

He stared at her.

For a moment, he wanted to yell at her. Tell her how stupid it was to do this.

He saw the resolve in her eyes. He remembered her face when she lay in the rubble, unmoving, her diamonds shattered, and her body twisted and ruined.

“No,” he snapped.

“Nathan—”

“Ciana, there is nothing I won’t do to keep you safe and with me. All of them?” Nathan raised his arm and it glowed with magic.

Some of the dark elves realized what was about to happen. They tried to flee.

He blew them away with a bone-shattering blast of wind. Most of the traitorous guards survived, but dozens died. More were brutally injured. Limbs pointed the wrong way, and blood oozed out on the marble floor.

Ciana’s expression turned distraught. Tears welled up in her eyes.

He gripped her shoulders. “I lost you once. I can handle doing awful things. If it means I never see you like that again, it doesn’t matter. Never try to sacrifice yourself for me. Please.”

She nodded, then slammed into him with a rib-crushing hug.

After what felt like an eternity, they separated. Her barrier vanished and they rejoined the others. Their pursuers didn’t follow.

Despite sending the others ahead, it didn’t matter. A steel cocoon surrounded the council chamber. It crackled with unfamiliar wards.

“I can’t penetrate this,” Narime said.

Fei also shook her head. She had likely tried earlier. He saw broken crossbow bolts and daggers on the floor. Nurevia’s efforts. The ground looked charred as well.

Astra glared at the black steel wall that barred them from going farther.

“Let me try,” Nathan said.

He drew on his binding stones and cast a high rank spatial spell. With a swing of his arm, he removed a huge chunk of steel as though it wasn’t there.

“That’s the Twins’ technique, isn’t it?” Narime said.

“A poor mimicry,” he corrected. “Laura vaporized a wall like she was cutting open a cake. I’ll need to do this twice more before we can go through. Astra, get out of there. You can’t fit.”

The dark elf glared at him as she tried to fit through.

“I might be able to,” Sen offered. “My tits won’t get in the way.”

The other Champions gave her looks of pity, other than Ciana, who commiserated.

Nathan ignored them and carved the cocoon open. Astra kept herself in check until he was done.

The moment afterward however, she bounded through. He ran after her.

An awfully familiar voice echoed off the walls as they ascended the ramp to the central chamber. No guards tried to stop them. There were no Champions in here. Bodies had been piled up in a corner. Nathan recognized most of them as the spellblades who protected the Council.

Nathan and Astra stepped out into the open chamber.

A sense of déjà vu struck him. The five councillors sat in their chairs, with soldiers next to them. In the center of the chamber was the traitor responsible.

This time, however, Astra swept her arm at the soldiers first. Each of them held blades against the throats of the councillors. Her opals glowed as she killed all five of them with a single swing of her arms.

“Nathan! How?” the man in the center shouted in shock.

Astra raised her hands to kill him, just as she had her Bastion months earlier.

“Astra, stop!” Nathan yelled.

She did so, but the look of fury on her face didn’t fade. Only her trust in Nathan stayed her hand.

“Sureev, what the hell are you doing?” Nathan asked the man standing in the center of the council chamber.


Chapter 41




Nathan had been open to several possibilities regarding the traitor in the Spires.

One of the councilors was an obvious choice. If they started a coup and eliminated the other councilors, they could claim to be on whichever side had popular support. A very savvy political move that suited the dark elves.

The Bastions also came to mind. They had the power and influence over the military to seize total control. After the failure of the previous attempt, they would have learned enough to know how to succeed this time.

Or maybe an agent of Falmir like Gareth. Or even Fyre, given Nathan’s suspicions of her.

Nathan wouldn’t have even batted an eye if Torneus had been behind it all.

But Ambassador Sureev in his ash suit, carrying a small magic stone? He didn’t even have a weapon. All he had were honeyed words and the fact that Nathan had overlooked him.

“What am I doing?” Sureev repeated. “I’m taking back the Spires for my people. That’s what I’m doing.”

“Kill him!” Veleria shouted. “He wants to kill us all, and take us with him.”

“Not anymore,” the ambassador declared coldly.

He turned back to Nathan and spread his arms out. Nathan didn’t respond, his expression stony.

“You understand, don’t you? Didn’t you tell me not to blindly accept the order of things? That if you didn’t stand up to those who bully others with their power, that you would never be able to stand up at all?” Sureev said.

Nathan’s stomach churned. He remembered that conversation back in the elevator when he had first arrived in the Spires.

At the time, he had thought nothing on it. Nathan had been wrapped up in his own inner turmoil.

Surely, he couldn’t have caused this?

“You’ve been working on this for a long time,” Nathan said, avoiding Sureev’s questions. “What about the cascade? Were you behind it the entire time?”

Some of the councillors gasped. They had straightened up by now, but were wounded. Dmitri pressed his hands to his side. Nathan didn’t see blood, and supposed that the rebels had roughed him up a little.

“No.” Sureev shook his head. “I’m here to stop all this madness. You’ve seen the web of lies and deceit that the councillors and Bastions weave. They are supposed to run my homeland, and instead they treat us like a bargaining chip in their own plots and games.”

“Then who?” Nathan said. “Because you looking awful suspicious right now.”

“I don’t know.”

“Really?” Nathan could hardly believe the man in front of him.

“You’re almost certainly right about Falmir being behind it, Nathan” Sureev said. “The Bastions were working with them. So are these traitors.” He gestured to the councillors. “They play all sides, picking and choosing who they support and what beliefs they care about. Heresy is meaningless to them. Do you know how easy it was to turn the Bastions on the Council? On our legend? If they were deserving of respect, things would never have come to this.”

“So it’s everyone else’s fault that you did this,” Dmitri spat with a laugh. “You told us about the coup that was planned, but you were the one planning it with the Bastions. What, did you tell them that we were going to dismiss them? Take responsibility for your lies, you ass.”

“I am.” Sureev raised the stone in his hand.

Astra’s opals glowed. Nathan raised his hand and she stopped, but her teeth gritted.

“Nathan, it was only after you brought up our last resort that I saw the way out,” Sureev said, facing him again. “A way to reset everything. Remove the distant councillors that lie and mislead us. Get rid of egotistical Bastions who think they deserve everything in life because they do a shit job at protecting us. Return my people to a time when we didn’t fear an angry Champion killing us at random.”

That pit in Nathan’s stomach opened again as he stared at Sureev’s hand.

“You have no idea what you’re trying to do,” Nathan said.

“Without these Spires, we can start again. Fresh.” Sureev focused magic into the rock, but it did nothing.

“It’s encrypted, you moron. Kill him, before he finds a way around it,” Veleria snapped.

Nathan realized what the lockdown was about and why the councillors were still alive

Sureev needed them to blow everyone to pieces.

“Do you have any idea how many people will die if you activate that?” Nathan said.

“These towers don’t matter—”

“Millions! The explosion will vaporize the entire city, and half the valley.” Nathan’s voice echoed in his ears as it bounced off the sandstone walls.

“You don’t know that,” Sureev said coldly. “I thought you’d understand. Aren’t you doing the same thing in the Empire? You’re taming that rebellious princess. Before you came, she only played the role. A tomboy princess that people pretended to smile at, aware that she would one day grow up, marry a decent man, and settle down. Now she’s the perfect image of a future empress. Because of you.”

Is that how it appeared to others? Nathan pushed away the thought.

Sureev was trying to get under his skin.

“Nathan, there’s another path,” the ambassador continued. “Help me. You have the power and the Champions. Unlike the pathetic Bastions here, you keep your Champions in check. Even our legend bows before you. Remove the council, our Bastions, and I can work with you and the Empire. I promise you that, Nathan.”

How many times had Sureev said Nathan’s name? A part of Nathan’s mind realized this was a technique to appear more familiar to him. He barely knew Sureev. The ambassador had been affable and friendly.

But that was all.

This was all a trick. Sureev had manipulated all the levers behind the scenes. Nathan had simply overlooked him.

And if it wasn’t a trick, it didn’t matter.

Nathan had a world to save. He couldn’t fix the political and social problems of every nation on Doumahr. And especially not at the cost of leaving one vulnerable to attack by Messengers.

“How will you stop the invasions?” Nathan asked.

“There can always be more Bastions and Champions to recruit. They can be kept in check this time. And didn’t you save us this time, anyway?” Sureev scoffed. “The Spires are a shadow of their former glory.”

Nathan sighed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“No, Sureev. There aren’t always more Bastions and Champions. Trust me on that one.” Nathan waved his hand in Astra’s direction. “Astra.”

Sureev’s face twisted in rage. He screamed as his hand was crushed, and the magic detonator clattered to the floor.

Then, before the ambassador could say another word, Astra hurled him over the edge of tower. The wind swallowed his scream.

“Waste of time,” Astra said, staring at Nathan.

“No, it wasn’t.” He looked up at the councillors, who looked back at him with pale faces. “I’m not here to change nations. I only care about preventing Doumahr from being overrun by a demonic horde. But that nearly happened today. I can’t do your jobs for you, but I’d suggest that you think about why Sureev was here and how to stop it from happening again.”

“We didn’t get to be councillors by refusing to look at reality,” Veleria said. “Thank you, Lord Nathan. For saving the Spires. But there’s more to be done. Can you please help us?”

Five noble dark elves stared down at him, asking for help from a human. A decade ago, Nathan would have found the image amusing.

Today, he didn’t care.

“The Empire is in the grips of civil war,” he said. “There isn’t time to spare helping other nations.” He paused as the Council grimaced as one. “But consider this a personal favor. There will always be more demons and I need you to put your house in order. I’ll stay for a day or two to quell the worst of it. You’ll need to pick up the pieces.”

With those words, Nathan turned around and swept out of the chamber. His other Champions stood behind him, watching from the entrance. They stepped aside to let him through.

This time, Astra followed him without hesitation.

Nathan spent the rest of the day and the next morning in the Spires. Seraph and his knights put down some of the largest cells of violence. In preparation for the civil war, they had been training for urban warfare, and dominated the dark elf soldiers easily. Despite his orders, the Twins slipped out and caused havoc at some point. Nathan hoped their appearance was chalked up to rumors and hearsay.

His knights were trained to fight demons and did so exceptionally well. Most of the dark elves struggled to even graze his knights in return.

The dark elf Bastions surrendered by the end of the first night, along with their Champions. Given the situation, Nathan doubted they would face serious repercussions. Sureev was the fall guy in this situation.

Literally.

By midday of the day after the invasion, Nathan’s work was done. The rest needed to be handled by the dark elves. Nathan couldn’t rebuild a broken home, especially one he didn’t plan to live in.

Alice had told him that things were fine. He suspected something more was happening, but she simply said to worry about himself.

Before returning, Nathan rested in one of the large break rooms in a tower. Narime settled in next to him, her tails curling around him. More than a few women stared at him as they passed. The fox shooed them away with a glare.

“You’ve been down ever since finding out Sureev was behind this. Did you actually like him?” Narime asked him.

She played with her tea. Most of the supplies were thin and weak. This close to winter, the Spires needed to preserve food. Nathan didn’t know how bad the situation was due to the coup attempt. He hoped there wouldn’t be a need to provide the Spires with food, as well as the Empire.

“Sureev? No. In fact, I wish I had trusted what my memories told me about him,” Nathan said.

“And what was that?”

“That he was a snake.”

“Ah.”

They fell silent.

“So, why the long face?” Narime prodded.

“Lots of reasons.” He shrugged at her expression of annoyance. “Sureev is like the Nationalists: a product of his situation. If anything, I sympathized with him, like I did with Torneus. I can’t help but feel like this almost ended up being a repeat of what happened in the Federation in my old world. The Torneus I knew would see the Federation burn before he gave in. Sureev was the same.”

Narime rubbed his arm, but said nothing.

“The other is that I don’t think much will change. While Sureev exploited existing tensions, the Council and Bastions need each other. The Bastions have learned that they can’t easily take control of the Spires, and the Council need the Bastions to protect everyone. I don’t want to be the one to step in and tell everyone what to do.”

“I get the feeling you have a pair of women who want the opposite of you,” Narime said. “And I’m not talking about Anna and Alice.”

“The Twins. I don’t really care much about what they want me to do,” he said.

“You say that, but I guarantee that they’re influencing you.”

He didn’t have an answer to that.

So he moved on.

“The final problem is fairly obvious. I overlooked Sureev because I was looking for a bigger threat. He was fairly obvious and had his fingers in every pie. Who made the original offer to deal with Torneus? Who invited me to the Spires? Who vanished when the first coup started? He also had some clear problems with the current state of things.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“And? You stopped him before things worsened,” Narime said.

“What if I didn’t?”

“Nathan, if you consider every possible chance you had to mess things up, you’d never stop worrying.”

“Except this is different. Doumahr came closer to destruction than ever before. The Messenger, Sureev’s coup, and the speed it all happened. Plus the civil war breaking out early. The fact demonic activities tie into increased chaos is… troubling.” Nathan grimaced. “All I can think about is why I made the decisions I did. How close did I come to messing everything up? Years of effort would have been wasted.”

“But they’re not,” Narime insisted.

“No. For the first time in my life, I’m actually stopping the destruction, rather than trying to put out an unstoppable fire. But I’m terrified that a single mistake will ruin it all. If…” He gulped. “If there was another way…”

“Nathan, I think you’re going down a dangerous path,” the fox warned, but her arms and tails curled around him despite that. “We’ll be with you whatever you decide, but remember we are here to support you. Although you do need to introduce us to this Kadria you’ve mentioned.”

Her expression sharpened as she brought up the Messenger he had finally brought up.

“I’ll need to work out how to do that,” he said. “She’s different these days. Her insults don’t have bite. When she first called me her partner, I thought she was manipulating me in order to calm me down. Now… Well, if she’s manipulating me, she’s better at it than I can handle.”

“She is a succubus.”

“A bad one, if you believe the Twins,” Nathan said.

Narime giggled in response.

Before the conversation could continue, a dark elf burst into the break room. He chattered wildly in his native tongue, too fast for Nathan to catch. Everybody stared at him. The beastkin looked confused, while the faces of the dark elves lit up in wonder and excitement.

“Omria!” the dark elves shouted. “She’s returned. A prophet of Omria has descended in the Empire!”


Chapter 42


Sunstorm



Acompany of armored soldiers walked through the brush outside Tartus. Their armor had been scrubbed of markings and they carried no banners. They moved with purpose, and kept their eyes peeled on their surroundings.

Dozens more units like them converged on the city. Nathan had left Gharrick Pass only an hour ago, but his enemies struck fast.

Sunstorm sat in the branches of a solitary tree. Farmland surrounded her, although the villagers cowered in their huts. Tartus lay on top of highly arable land, given the nearby rivers. The city itself sat in the distance, low and squat over the horizon.

The sun was out and Sunstorm’s dark uniform and hair caused her to stand out. Hence why she hid within a tree. The soldiers stood out to her enhanced vision, despite their attempts to move stealthily.

A thousand rebel soldiers couldn’t sneak up on a city, after all.

There were too many of them to waste time on. She drummed her fingers on the hilts of her pair of short swords, trying to pick her target.

Something glittered in the distance, on top of a hill. It had to be over five hundred yards away.

Sunstorm’s onyx glowed.

A moment later, the tree exploded into splinters. The force of the blast caused some of the wood to burst into flames, starting small fires in the fields. Everything had been harvested weeks ago, so the flames burned out swiftly.

Nothing remained in the ruin. Not a drop of blood coated the fragments of the tree.

Sunstorm reappeared a hundred feet away, behind one of the houses. Her onyx glowed repeatedly as she teleported across the field while remaining hidden behind various obstacles. Low walls, trees, a shack used to store equipment, a chapel filled with carved wooden idols of Omria.

Finally, she crossed the field and arrived at the base of the hill that she had seen glitter earlier. With one final teleport, she appeared on top of a tree.

“I told you that it would be easy,” a woman said, a garnet gem in her collarbone.

She carried a battleaxe, which reminded Sunstorm of an old friend of hers. A cruel smile crossed her lips at the thought of the preserved head in her storage room. Sunstorm had hated Lucia, but she made for a very pretty part of her collection due to those pink highlights in her hair.

This Champion was far less pretty. Plain, really. A human girl that Sunstorm doubted anyone would look twice at if she didn’t have a gem.

Two other Champions stood nearby, as well as their Bastion. Both Champions were monogems. One had a sapphire, and appeared to be a mage given her oversized staff and baggy robes.

The other held a huge longbow as big as she was and had an amethyst. If she wasn’t a Champion, the bow would be far too large for her.

As it was, Sunstorm questioned the viability of a bow that large in real combat.

The Bastion looked cute, Sunstorm guessed.

Genuinely cute, in the way that children were. She questioned if his balls had dropped.

Both he and the Champions openly wore emblems of the Federation, rather than the Imperial uniforms they should wear now. Did they think that this civil war was about taking back their country?

Not that it was Sunstorm’s worry. Her swords had found their targets. Anna’s soldiers could deal with the vermin from earlier.

But Champions? Dealing with them was Sunstorm’s job.

“Are you sure you got her?” the Bastion asked, holding a hand over his eyes as he looked at the destroyed tree.

“She didn’t have a chance to react. All those rumors about this Bastion Nathan being some sort of super Bastion blessed by Omria herself are bullshit,” the garnet Champion said, clapping her Bastion on the back. “His Champion died like a bitch, just like the rest of the Imperial dogs will.”

“I don’t—” the archer began to say.

“A bitch, huh?” Sunstorm shouted.

The Champions froze, then spun toward her location. Their gems glowed. The archer drew and loosed an arrow at the tree, while the garnet Champion rushed forward to protect her Bastion.

Sunstorm appeared behind the Bastion, her swords drawn. “Missed again.”

The Champions barely had a chance to scream, before Sunstorm severed their Bastion’s head in a single double cut. His headless body collapsed to the ground.

After looking over the head, Sunstorm tossed it at the garnet Champion. “Can’t say it fits my preferences. What about yours?”

Their gems had gone dull with the death of their Bastion. They weren’t a threat anymore.

But after those threats, Sunstorm didn’t feel like letting them go.

The garnet Champion caught the head of her Bastion. Then she screamed and dropped it as she leaped backward in terror. A moment later, Sunstorm was on top of her.

“Your head doesn’t suit me either,” the assassin murmured.

Then she simply stabbed the garnet Champion in the heart, twisted, and pulled her sword back out.

An arrow slammed into her back. Sunstorm winced, then looked down at the blunted arrow on the ground.

“You can’t hurt me anymore,” she said, before looking back at the archer. “What do you think? Am I a bitch?”

“You… you’re a fucking monster,” the archer gasped out. Tears streamed down her face as she tried to nock another arrow.

Sunstorm walked over to her and kicked her down.

“Get away from her!” an all-too-familiar voice shouted.

Sunstorm froze. Why was Sen here?

Then she looked over and saw the mage Champion preparing a third rank fire spell. Her face was wracked with fear, but she continued to cast.

Sunstorm’s hands tightened around her swords. The mage looked nothing like Sen. In fact, the mage looked more like Sunstorm herself. What the hell had that been?

“I’ll… I’ll shoot,” the mage warned, her voice wavering. She still sounded like Sen. It must be coincidence.

Sunstorm rolled her eyes. “If your training wasn’t terrible, you’d know how useless that spell is. You’re from Kurai, aren’t you? Like me?”

“So what? You killed Nic!” the mage screamed.

Presumably, Nic was the name of the headless Bastion lying on the ground.

“What are you going to do about it?”

The mage stared at her. Her spell slowly fizzled out.

“Go home,” Sunstorm said. “Normally, I’d kill all of you after your friend’s threats. Consider yourself lucky.”

“I don’t have a home. Neither do you,” the mage mumbled.

Sunstorm’s lip curled. “I do. But you won’t find a home if you give up like that. If you survived the death of Kurai, you can survive losing your shitty underage Bastion. What, did you tuck him in every night and sing him a lullaby?”

Despite herself, the mage giggled, although it came out more like a hiccup. The archer looked between them in horror.

“Leave,” Sunstorm said. “Whatever revolution you thought you were supporting doesn’t exist. Find someone who is worth fighting for.”

Then she teleported away.

By the time she reached Tartus, the enemy soldiers had engaged with the defending knights. Sunstorm distracted herself by helping out. The rebel soldiers screamed in terror as she carved a bloody path through them. Within a few short minutes, the remainder surrendered or fled.

The knights saluted her, but she waved them off.

Instead, she teleported away and headed for the palace. Anna needed to know that rebel Bastions had already arrived, and what her enemies thought they were fighting for.

The palace itself was locked down by beastkin knights wearing both Anna’s emblem and the altered beastkin emblem that now stood for supporting Nathan. When Sunstorm arrived, she found the knights cleaning up corpses.

“How did they get in here?” Sunstorm asked one of the knights.

“Probably here all along. This is a trade city. There’ll be hundreds of them hiding here, so we’ll just need to keep Her Grace safe,” the knight answered with a shrug. “Leave that part to us.”

Inside, knights patrolled the hallways. Servants still moved around, but they were checked for weapons before entering any rooms. Sunstorm ignored everyone and made a beeline for Anna’s study.

The reception desk where Fyre usually sat was empty. Instead, several knights stood guard outside. They waved Sunstorm in, before remembering to salute.

Upon entering, she saw more knights around the edges of the room. Anna sat on a sofa, a huge wireless device in front of her on top of a glass and wood coffee table. Sunstorm hung back.

“Things are a disaster out here,” the angry voice of an old man said. “This has been planned for months, at least. I’ve already lost contact with two of the other dukes.”

Sunstorm recognized the voice as Duke Ilmarn’s, one of the original regents from the Federation who had opposed Torneus. Supposedly, he traded heavily in food and had worked closely with Anna and Nathan over the past two years, given their food needs for this war.

Also, Nathan needed a lot of food to keep Fei happy. She consumed industrial quantities of meat and grains.

“Do we know if any of the other dukes are working with them?” a calmer voice asked. Duke Terrius, if Sunstorm guessed correctly. Narime’s old friend.

“Of course they are. But this has spiraled out of control already. Nobody knows what they’re fighting for, unless they’re fighting for us,” Ilmarn said. “Some of them hate the beastkin. Some of them hate us. A lot of them hate the Empire.”

“But they all hate something,” Anna said.

“Oh, yes. That I can understand. They’re angry. But that’s all that unifies them, and they seem to have gotten very confused. They don’t know what nobles they’re trying to overthrow, so I think they’re just trying to overthrow all of them. I’ve received messages for help from counts and barons that I’m certain sent their soldiers to try to kill me yesterday.” Ilmarn laughed bitterly. “What a fucking mess.”

“Things aren’t that bad over here,” Terrius said. “For now.”

“Yes, for now,” Anna said. She sighed. “Do we know where George is?”

“For once, he’s not betraying us,” Terrius said. “He and I control the duchies on the west coast of the Federation—sorry, of the Amica Duchies.” He chuckled at his own mistake. “He actually has a fleet capable of naval warfare, unlike me. But it’s not equipped with the wireless. He’s busy making arrangements, in case the rebels have ships of their own.”

“Can we not call them rebels?” Anna suggested. “It makes them sound noble, somehow.”

“Insurgents,” Ilmarn said. “That’s what Torneus always called people who opposed him. Can’t say I like borrowing his methods, but he knew how to handle this sort of thing brutally well.”

“Emphasis on the ‘brutal?’” Anna asked.

“Do you need to ask?” Ilmarn replied with a cynical laugh.

“What about the Houkeem Desert? You’re all alone in the west, Ilmarn. I doubt you can reinforce it,” Anna said.

“Do not worry about us,” a cold feminine voice said over the wireless, surprising Sunstorm. “Although all of your Champions have abandoned your posts, we remain vigilant. Humanity may squabble and forget their duties to protect the world, but the dark elves shall not.”

Nobody replied.

Sunstorm could feel Anna and the dukes collectively roll their eyes, even if she couldn’t see them. The condescension from the dark elves wore thin and was particularly frustrating given Nathan was saving the Spires from a Messenger right now.

Something suddenly occurred to Sunstorm. If the dark elves were the only defenders of the Houkeem Desert, didn’t that mean…?

“Anna,” Sunstorm said, trying to interrupt.

“Not now, Sunstorm,” the duchess replied, waving her off.

“Anna,” she repeated.

“Talk to Lord Nathan’s Champion, Anna,” Ilmarn said. “Unlike our natter, hers might keep you alive.”

“Thank you for your extremely positive words, Duke Ilmarn,” Anna said drily. “I’ll return shortly.”

Then Anna froze. She stared at the wireless device in confusion.

After several long moments, one of the beastkin knights stepped up and fiddled with the device.

“The call is on hold, Your Grace,” the knight said, clearly suppressing her amusement.

“Thank you,” Anna said. “I’ll learn to use these things one day.”

“Not too soon,” one of the other knights muttered. “Listening to her get flustered over them when she tries to contact Nathan is half of the fun we have.”

A few nearby knights nodded in agreement. Clearly, entertainment was rare in Anna’s palace. But their appreciation for their duchess was plain.

“Sunstorm, what’s the matter?” Anna asked as she strode up to her.

“Do you have a way to contact Nathan?” Sunstorm asked.

“I can probably get through to him if necessary. Don’t you have a way?” Anna asked. She looked at her bedroom.

“No,” Sunstorm said. “He needs to be reminded that the dark elf Bastions can’t die under any circumstances. If their Champions are the only thing protecting the Houkeem Desert, then it doesn’t matter what else happens. We lose if one of those Bastions dies.”

Anna stared at Sunstorm. Her eyes slowly widened in shock.

Then she ran into her bedroom.

After several minutes, she returned, but flustered.

“He should find out soon,” Anna said. “Did you need anything else?”

“I wanted to tell you about the Champions closing on Tartus, and their motivations,” Sunstorm said. “But did you need me to help somewhere else?”

Anna frowned. “I did, actually. Fyre fell out of contact not long after heading up to help Vera at Kravum Rock. I’m worried about her.”

“Someone has to be,” Sunstorm said.

“Don’t be a bitch. She’s a little overenthusiastic, but her heart is in the right place,” Anna said.

“You mean, she wants it to be pierced by Nathan’s cock,” Sunstorm said.

“I suspect she wants something else penetrated by him. But yes. Now go and make yourself useful. Shoo.” Anna waved her off.

As Sunstorm left, the wireless discussion resumed. She didn’t bother listening in.

The disappearance of Fyre piqued her interest to a far greater extent. Fyre was a duogem Champion. Despite her dislike of the horse beastkin, she felt trustworthy to Sunstorm. At least, trustworthy in the sense that she wouldn’t work against Nathan directly.

If Fyre was missing, something was very wrong.

Hours passed before Sunstorm found any trace of the duogem Champion. Night began to fall. Nathan was apparently remaining behind in the Spires to deal with some problem that had occurred there, so he’d be slow to return. With him still missing, Sunstorm focused on Fyre, as she was Nathan’s only other Champion in the field.

Word from the soldiers in the field was that Fyre had been in the thick of fighting. She had gone west. Always west, deeper into enemy territory.

They also said some stranger things about her. Things about how she glowed, or had wings, or strange religious talk.

Sunstorm noticed that everyone wore Nathan’s crest now, and not just the beastkin. Humans did as well, including non-combatants. She saw people sewing wings onto their patches.

A chill ran down Sunstorm’s spine as she pursued Fyre’s trail. There were fewer bodies than she expected. Most of the insurgents surrendered or changed sides when they encountered her.

With every village that Sunstorm passed through, she felt the strange fervor of the defenders more and more.

A golden glow loomed in the distance, outside a town on the border of the duchy. Sunstorm stared at the hundreds of soldiers fighting in the open field. Townspeople stood at the edge of their town, many of them on their knees and praying.

No fewer than four Champions battled a golden figure with massive golden wings. Two of those Champions were duogems, although they were only garnets. One was a sapphire, and another a diamond.

Two Bastions cowered behind the diamond Champion. Another Champion lay dead in the field, her entire body bisected.

The soldiers gave the battle of Champions wide berth as they brawled. Sunstorm ignored them.

Instead, she teleported into the real battle.

She appeared next to the diamond Champion, who wore no markings and was clearly an insurgent. The Champion screamed and tried to fend off Sunstorm.

Ignoring her, Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness and appeared behind the Bastions.

“No!” the sapphire Champion screamed.

She raised her arm toward Sunstorm, and a glowing square appeared in her hand. An instant later, a blast of light slammed into the assassin.

It hurt like hell, but Sunstorm simply grunted and slammed her sword into the face of the closest Bastion. He didn’t have the time to defend himself, and died. One of the duogems screamed in response.

A moment later, the golden figure vaporized that duogem Champion in an explosion of light. Nothing was left of the corpse. Not even ash.

“All who oppose the faithful of Omria will be judged,” the golden figure shouted. Her voice echoed deep within Sunstorm’s head, as if penetrating her mind directly. But it sounded familiar. “The faithful will defend the goddess’s Empire, and they will be remembered.”

The remaining Bastion flung his sword at Sunstorm. She leaped away to dodge it.

Then he ran. Behind him, the diamond Champion collapsed to her knees, staring in horror at the fallen Bastion that Sunstorm had killed.

Before the Bastion made it very far, the golden figure pointed her sword at him. A moment later, he collapsed.

Sunstorm barely felt the magic used. It had been so subtle that the only reason she recognized it was long familiarity with Nathan’s ascended magic. Nathan couldn’t use ascended magic anywhere near as complex or subtle as that.

She gulped, then stared at the golden figure.

The remaining Champions collapsed to the ground, their gems now inert. The townspeople let out shouts and cheers. They praised the goddess en masse, and repeated lines of scripture that Sunstorm had been forced to memorize in her youth.

The golden figure approached Sunstorm. She had long blonde hair, red eyes, a pair of pointed horse ears, and a silken horse’s tail. Two garnet gems sat in her collarbone, but they glowed with a golden light.

“Fyre?” Sunstorm asked.

“Choe,” Fyre said, smiling gently.

Sunstorm froze. Then her expression turned thunderous. “Never call me that again. I don’t care who or what you are. Only Nathan and Sen have the right to call me by my true name. Do not insult me.”

Fyre’s smile turned frazzled. “Oh. Uh, sorry.” She scratched the back of her head. “Um, it seemed like the right thing to do. I’m still getting used to this prophet thing.”

Taking a deep breath, Sunstorm tried to let her anger dissipate.

Whatever or whoever stood in front of her, her power was the real deal. And those gems appeared to be Fyre’s.

Also, her red eyes held an almost accusatory look in them. Sunstorm would recognize that jealous gaze anywhere. Fyre looked at all of Nathan’s lovers that way. As if she would give anything to take their place.

Sunstorm genuinely wondered what went on inside this horsegirl’s head, to be so obsessed with Nathan. Even now that she had this insane power, she still thirsted for him.

“Prophet?” Sunstorm asked, taking the bait.

“Of Omria. The goddess spoke to me. Has been speaking to me for some time,” Fyre corrected. She gave Sunstorm her familiar smile. “The time is right to drive out the imposters who use faith as a weapon against the true believers. I know you don’t believe me, but it doesn’t matter. You stand with Nathan. That makes you a true warrior of Omria. You even leaped in to help me without question.”

Given Nathan had just revealed he was working with Messengers, it seemed a bit rich that simply serving Nathan made Sunstorm a warrior of the goddess. But Sunstorm ignored that part.

“I had a hunch it was you,” Sunstorm said. “I saw your golden swords back in Aleich, a couple of years ago.”

Fyre blinked. “I see. Then I know I can trust you. Tell Nathan that I’ll be with him once I’ve done my duty.”

“I’m not telling him that,” Sunstorm said flatly. “For one thing, if you’re really a prophet, he’s not going to believe me. For a second thing, tell him yourself. He accepted you as his Champion. Remember that, and what it means when it comes to loyalty. He trusted you, and you should return that trust.”

The horsegirl’s eyes closed. Her body shook for a second. When she reopened her eyes, her jealousy had magnified intensely.

“I wish I could act as freely around him as you do,” Fyre said with a pout. “But I need to do this first. He’ll forgive me after all this is done, right? That’s what he does, isn’t it? Forgive people?”

Sunstorm glared at Fyre silently.

Once she realized that no answer was forthcoming, Fyre left. The townspeople and soldiers flocked to her. They held their hands against her glowing golden wings. Many waved figures of Omria in the air or asked her to bless them.

Instead, Fyre gave them a speech on the need to ensure peace and stability, and to fend off the insurgents. She even slipped in how important Nathan was.

Sunstorm sat down on a nearby rock and stared up at the night sky for what felt like an hour.

Today had been a long day. She doubted that Nathan would like this piece of news, whenever he got back from the Spires.


Chapter 43




“Does someone want to tell me who this prophet is supposed to be?” Nathan asked the day after he returned, to an assembled room of his closest Champions and Anna. “And where the hell is Fyre?”

They all looked at each other, then back at him.

Nathan clenched his fists, then took a deep breath and calmed down.

After returning through the gateway, he had shut it down, then summoned everyone to Anna’s palace in Tartus. Due to a literal miracle, the worst of the violence in the civil war had settled down.

Said miracle being the appearance of a prophet of Omria preaching the word of the goddess as she drove back the Nationalist insurgents.

His primary Champions joined him here, along with Anna, Vera, and even the Twins.

Suspicious looks were thrown at the succubi, but they had thrown a huge tantrum when Nathan tried to send them away. His connection to them allowed them wander around freely, apparently. Although Maura mentioned that they needed to be careful with her full strength outside the portals.

“Fyre is the prophet,” Sunstorm declared.

“Bullshit,” Nathan said.

“I saw her, Nathan. While she didn’t look like a lot of the statues, that’s mostly because she’s a horse beastkin.” Sunstorm mimicked two beast ears using her hands. “What she did have were glowing golden wings, a huge golden sword that incinerated a Champion whole, and invulnerability. She fought five Champions at once and was unscathed afterward.”

“Yes, but she’s Fyre.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Or maybe she’s not anymore.”

“No, she’s definitely still Fyre. I caught her briefly. Same smile. Same odd look in her eyes. Same creepy fixation on you and suppressed jealousy that I’m sleeping with you and she’s not,” Sunstorm said.

Several other Champions nodded sympathetically.

“Then she’s not the prophet of the goddess. I felt her mind earlier. There’s something wrong with it, but she’s as likely to be related to the goddess as I am,” Nathan said.

“About that…” Anna said.

He looked at her, confused.

“Nathan, Fyre is your Champion. She’s spent the last two years declaring how amazing and great you are, and a lot of that has been in a religious context. I don’t know if she’s said as much, but if she’s the prophet, what does that make her Bastion, who she won’t shut up about?” Anna explained.

Oh no.

Nathan blinked.

“Wait,” he said, holding up a finger. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Of course not,” Maura drawled, arms folded behind her head. “Because your glowing golden goddess isn’t here. Why is everybody so impressed by some glowing wings? We just fought a dude who thinks he’s the god of death.”

“I’m pretty sure he called himself the apostle of doom,” Nathan corrected.

“He stole the name of a god of death from my world. That’s what all the bones are about, and all the black. I’d call it a phase, but he’s been going through it for all eternity by this stage,” Maura said.

As always when these topics came up, everyone else looked confused.

“Where’s the little goat, anyway? She should have an opinion on this.”

“Missing. Given what she said, I think this is the chance she’s been waiting for,” he said.

Both Twins stared at him. He didn’t need them to say anything to know they found Kadria’s absence suspicious.

“Look, I don’t think this has anything to do with the goddess,” Nathan said. “I didn’t feel a connection like that. By contrast, I felt something in Astra’s mind. If that was the goddess, then I think we’re dealing with something else in Fyre’s case.”

Especially given Fyre was helping him.

Although the implication troubled him. A beastkin prophet of Omria, fighting back against the Nationalists of the Empire? That had the potential to upend all of Doumahr.

Omria had vanished twice in history. The first time, her disappearance had heralded the ruin of the faeries, ending their reign over the world. Creations such as the Spires and cairns had never been reproduced.

The second time had only been over four centuries ago, when she abandoned the Empire. The gap this time was smaller, if it were true.

But the pattern remained the same. Omria might be hopping between races. But why?

Nathan finally noticed that Astra had stiffened in response to his mention of her mind. He stared at her.

“That’s not her, is it?” he asked Astra.

“No,” she said.

“Oh yeah, I’ve always wondered why you’re immortal. Like, you went super weird when Jirou flooded the portal with demonic energy,” Maura said.

Jirou?

“Who?” Nathan asked.

“Thanatos.” Maura shuddered. “I hate calling him that.”

Nathan suspected that Maura was making fun of Thanatos in a way that he fundamentally didn’t understand.

“A voice,” Astra said, staring at the ground. “I was weak. It made me strong. I thought…” she trailed off.

The Twins stared at her with unusually sympathetic expressions.

“You thought everything would get better after he helped you,” Laura said.

Astra nodded.

Maura let out a low whistle. “Well, that explains why your immortality is so fucked up. Our boss hooked a tendril in you. He loves building women up and then knocking them down. I wonder if there’s a Messenger-version of you out there?”

The room erupted into chaos. Nathan shouted everyone down.

Sitting perfectly still, Astra held a hand against her opals. Her face hadn’t shifted.

Had she always known?

“Nobody is to speak of this outside this room,” Nathan said.

“You don’t need to tell us that,” Seraph said. “But I would like to know who this ‘boss’ is?”

“A being of chaos that can’t exist in reality, but likes to mess with it anyway,” Maura said. “He eats worlds. The goat knows more about him. Apparently he has lots of stories about him in our world.”

Seraph stared at the Twins. “Why don’t you say his name?”

“Because names hold power. We’re powerful enough that saying the wrong names can summon the being, or allow them to summon us. When we meet our boss, we try not to even think his name. He’s that bad. His tendrils crawl into your mind.” Maura shuddered.

“But we’re fine?” Seraph confirmed.

“I mean, you are. Nathan can’t anymore. We sucked his cock too much and made him too strong.”

Everyone stared at Nathan, and more than a few glares were sent his way.

“She’s joking,” he said. “About the last part. But she’s right that I’m careful about the names I say. It’s why I only call her the goddess.”

“I’d wondered,” Narime said.

The meeting broke up shortly afterward. Too many things to do for everyone.

The Champions needed to respond to the many requests for help. Anna needed to command her duchy. The Twins had to nap.

But Nathan took in the current situation. Seraph stood with him in his office, as they both looked at the map.

“As much as you might hate to hear this, Fyre turned the tide,” Seraph told him. “All of those beastkin she recruited into her movement rose to the defense of the Empire. The emblem they wore made for a strong rallying cry. Lots of others joined in as well, as it’s associated with you, Alice, and Anna. She’s been working toward this for years.”

“I realized,” he said. “I underestimated her. Do we know where she is now?”

“Heading toward Aleich. After she put out the fires in Amica, she vanished. Then she reappeared up north, between Tharban’s and Leopold’s territory. Word is that she’s heading south.”

“This is going to turn into a huge battle over the capital,” Nathan mused. “Tharban is heading there and will get there first. But Fyre and the archdukes are also heading there. Then there’s us.”

“Isn’t this whole war over the throne? Whoever controls it, controls the Empire.” Seraph tapped Aleich on the map, before brushing her fingers to the west. “Falmir’s armies haven’t moved. I think we were right about the timing.”

“And Trafaumh?”

“They’ve contacted Anna. We’ll need to hear them out. But their armies have massed on the northern border, near the Pearlescent Canyon.”

Nathan frowned. “Anna…” Then it hit him. “They want to know more about Fyre.”

“Most likely. They are the Order of Trafaumh, and even more religious than the Empire. You’re going to need to handle that eventually.” Seraph looked him in the eye. “The Twins are happy to play along with you, but they stick out like a sore thumb. If you think they can truly be tamed, I’ll trust you. But don’t forget what they are.”

“Given the way they look, I won’t forget anytime soon.”

They both laughed.

When Seraph moved to continue the planning session, Nathan stopped her.

“Tell me, is this all you want?” he asked her.

She stared at him. “What do you think I want?”

“I try not to guess the whims of my women. It tends to go badly.”

“You could stand to guess more often,” she replied drily. She ran a hand through her hair and looked away. “Nathan, can you call me Lia? In private.”

“Of course, Lia.”

Seraph’s breath hitched. She closed her eyes and placed a hand over her chest.

“I thought I wouldn’t recognize my name after so long,” she said. “I… don’t even remember the last time somebody called me it. But I trust you with it, Nathan.” She gulped and looked him in the eyes. “Again?”

“Lia.”

Seraph wrapped her arms around him and pulled him into a deep kiss. Her leg snaked him, rubbing against his calf.

“Whatever happens, know that I will never regret this,” she said. “Never.”

The planning session continued, but the atmosphere felt different. His loyal Champion wrapped herself around him as she helped him plan their response.

Nathan knew he had a mountain of work in front of him. Enemies pressed against him from every direction. Falmir’s schemes threatened to undo everything he had done. He still had no clue what was up with Fyre.

Despite that, he looked forward. Everything that had been thrown at him had failed.

Once he crushed the rebellion and united the Empire, Doumahr would have a military power capable of holding its portals.

The light was brightest at the end of a tunnel. Nathan could see that light. He only needed to reach it.

END OF BOOK 3
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Chapter 1




Nathan stood atop a hillside, staring down at what appeared to be an animated crayon wall of red leaves blowing across fall countryside. Dying, amber grass crunched beneath his feet, and the sunlight on his face felt real. But when he looked up, the sky and sun had a painted look.

It was as though he had stepped inside the world of an animated children’s book.

“This is new,” he said.

His unkempt black hair blew in the wind, and he shielded his face. A longsword hung from his waist. He wore a black and silver military uniform with several emblems on it, but had left his armor off today.

A solid black door materialized to his left. He looked over and watched as a woman stepped through it.

She had bronzed skin, four curly goat horns, violet eyes with red pupils, and a lithe figure that emphasized the curves of her bottom half. Her clothing covered little, given it consisted of little more than black cloth strips over her nether regions, and an obscene number of platinum hoops and bangles.

Her name was Kadria, and Nathan knew her all too well. Or he thought he did. She had been mysteriously absent for much of the past two years.

Which was strange, given she appeared to live inside his mind.

“I thought I sensed you,” she said. “What the hell have you done while I’ve been away?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing. This isn’t you?” He gestured to the surreal visual landscape around him.

“We both know a pair of dolts who create nonsense that looks like this,” she replied. “But this space doesn’t feel like theirs.”

Her bare feet crunched on the grass as she padded over to him. They looked around the barren hillside together, as if it would suddenly expel answers for them.

Nathan knew at least a little of what was going on, although a casual observer would be thoroughly confused. This place looked so unrealistic because it wasn’t real—it was a creation of magic that was attached to Nathan’s mind. The denizens of this place possessed magic that enabled them to exist outside of time and space, and even live inside minds.

Right now, three lived in Nathan’s mind. Kadria was one resident. The two responsible for this slice of fall were nowhere to be seen, but he expected them to appear any moment now.

They were known as Messengers, and were powerful demonic beings from other worlds. Specifically, the ones that Nathan worked with were succubi. Not that Kadria acted the part most of the time.

“Did somebody else latch onto my mind while I was busy with a civil war?” Nathan joked. “The Twins showed up after I defeated them. Is Thanatos here to share a drink?”

Thanatos was another Messenger, and one that Nathan had recently fought in the dark elf Spires. Officially, Nathan opposed Messengers. The demons attempted to destabilize and destroy Doumahr, while Nathan’s goal was the opposite.

The fact that he was here, allied with multiple Messengers, made it clear that matters were more complicated.

“You fought Koji?” Kadria asked, surprised. “I had wondered who it was that appeared in the Spires, but for him to show up so early…”

“Is that another joke name? The Twins kept calling him silly names.”

“No. His name is Koji.” She made a face. “It’s concerning that he’s appeared this early in the world’s timeline, but he can’t have used the same trick as the Twins. After all, you killed him in your world.”

“He remembered who I was,” Nathan pointed out. “But you’re right. He seemed confused about everything that was going on.”

“I can imagine.”

Their conversation wasn’t complete nonsense. Years ago, Nathan had met Kadria on opposing sides of a battlefield. She had been an invading Messenger, and he had been a Bastion defending against her. His version of Doumahr had been a wasteland overrun by demons. It had been on the brink of complete annihilation.

Kadria defeated him almost effortlessly, but brought him to an alternate version of Doumahr. Together, they worked toward preventing its destruction, like what happened in Nathan’s world.

Or at least, he thought they worked together. Kadria mostly advised him and lounged around in a strange mental space in his office. Recently, she had disappeared for huge stretches of time.

“You didn’t say anything about the civil war,” Nathan pointed out.

“I know about that. How many years have you been planning for it again?”

“Only two.”

Another gust blew past. The two stood next to one another in this surreal landscape, staring at nothing in particular.

“You don’t seem overly worried about it, if you can waste time on idle chatter,” Kadria said.

He shrugged. “I expected to be charging west with every soldier I could, in order to protect Aleich. For whatever reason, the Nationalists and archdukes stopped advancing.”

“I think I know the reason for that,” she said.

But before Kadria could explain, another door appeared nearby. It was made of a glossy material that Nathan had learned was plastic. A pair of busty women appeared, with appearances similar to Kadria.

These were the Twins, Maura and Laura. Their bodies bounced with their overly generous curves, and they were the perfect image of succubi. Bronzed skin; tits larger than their heads; gargantuan thighs; a pair of curly goat horns; hourglass figures so exaggerated that Nathan questioned the shape of the Twins’ skeletons.

Both women looked identical, save for their eyes and dresses. Laura wore a white one piece dress with black trim, and Maura a black dress with white trim. Both had red eyes, but Maura’s sclera were pitch black, cementing her as the more dangerous sister.

Supposedly. Nathan had many reasons to doubt that either Twin was superior to the other.

“Oh, joy. My tormentors,” Kadria drawled. She raised her voice and addressed the newcomers directly. “I take it this is your handiwork?”

“Of course. We thought Nathan had finally kicked you to the curb and decided to set ourselves up here.” Laura twirled toward them, her breasts doing very interesting things in the process. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

Kadria scowled. “So this isn’t your mental space. I thought as much.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nathan said. “I came through the black door in my office like always, as I felt something change overnight. Why is this here, when the door has always led to your room, Kadria?”

“That’s what I’ve been—” she began to say, before the Twins cut her off.

The pair pressed themselves against Nathan from both sides, and he felt magic around him. Kadria’s mouth continued to move, but no sound reached him. She scowled as she realized what the Twins had done.

Not giving Kadria a chance to recover, the Twins dragged Nathan several steps away. Laura waved an arm and a woven picnic blanket appeared on the grass. No food seemed to be visible, but that could be remedied simply enough.

These mental worlds were the playthings of the succubi. Even in the real world, they conjured food and objects from nothing. Although Nathan had noticed that the Twins expended considerably more effort doing so outside.

Kadria caught up to them after a few moments. “You’re feeling awfully brave for a pair of brats.”

The Twins giggled at her as they tried to pull Nathan onto the blanket with them. He gave some token resistance, aware that Kadria was watching him intently.

“You can’t touch us, little goat,” Maura said. “Plus, we control this world now. You aren’t the most important asset to his mind anymore.”

“Ah, yes, I am truly upset that the two of you have been subjugated and turned into glorified Champions by Nathan.” Kadria gave them a mocking clap. “Does he fuck you as hard as he screwed you in the deal you made with him?”

“Oh, fuck you,” Maura said.

“We wish,” Laura muttered.

Maura punched her sister in the arm, which prompted a catfight as the two grabbed each other. While they tussled, Kadria summoned a long wicker chair to lay on and settled in with a glass of wine.

“As I was saying,” Kadria said, continuing her unfinished sentence from earlier, “I’ve been attempting to puzzle out what this space is. Given you appear to have trained your mental magic abilities considerably in the past two years, the conclusion is obvious.” She fixed her gaze on the Twins, who ignored her.

“I’m not following,” Nathan said.

“This is your mental space,” she said. “Unrefined, unrealized, and presently a toy for your newest playthings, but you’re taking your first steps out of the realm of mortality. You demonstrated life magic before. Now, you need to start combining your spatial and mental magic in order to construct a true mental fortress.”

He stared at her. Then looked around him.

The crayon leaves blew past fake trees. If he ignored the terrible artistic ability of the Twins, the rest of this mental world had an almost somber feel to it. The brisk fall weather, dying flora, and lack of civilization left him with little to do but sit and stare into the distance.

He hadn’t created this place, but suspected that the Twins had him in mind when they had done so.

“Well, I guess I can meditate here,” he said. “Ascending beyond mortality is low on my list of priorities, unfortunately. I have a lot of mortal affairs on my mind right now, one of which includes a supposed prophet of the goddess appearing.”

The Twins stopped fighting each other as they realized serious conversation was taking place without them. Within seconds, they dove over to Nathan’s side.

“Oh yeah, you’ve missed all the fun,” Maura said. “You shit on us about this deal, but we’re the ones who helped Nathan, beat up Jirou—”

“Koji,” Kadria corrected. “That joke is terrible, by the way.”

“Says the woman who taught it to me.” Maura grinned. “He goes insane every time I get his name wrong.”

Nathan refused to take the bait and ask why getting Thanatos’s name wrong was a joke, then waited patiently for them to resume the actual subject.

“So yeah, we saved the Spires and Nathan is leading this huge civil war thing. You’re just, what, drinking martinis with our boss?” Maura asked.

Their “boss” was the extra-dimensional entity responsible for destroying Nathan’s original world, and who was still trying to destroy this one. Fortunately, he appeared to be their boss in name only.

Or else Nathan would be very dead by now.

“Hardly. My scheme is coming to fruition,” Kadria explained. “I’m bumping into unexpected roadblocks, however. Nathan, I said earlier that I know why your enemies aren’t advancing on Aleich. The reason is simple.”

“So simple that I don’t know it?” he asked.

“No. It’s because it involves national secrets, and you haven’t mastered the magic that lets you monitor the state of the world yet,” she said. “There have been four Messenger invasions in the past two weeks.”

Nathan’s jaw dropped. Even the Twins looked shocked, and their arms tightened around Nathan.

Maura’s eyes narrowed. “That’s impossible. I would have felt the cascades. If Nathan hadn’t intervened, Koji would have destroyed this shithole.”

“Let me finish.”

The Twins rolled their eyes.

“Always so dramatic,” Laura said.

Kadria glared at her, then continued, “One of those invasions was benign—the Twins appeared but didn’t actually attack. The other was our good friend, Koji, invading as Thanatos. Those were within expectations. The civil war unleashed an unprecedented level of chaos all at once. But I didn’t expect two more Messengers so quickly.”

“Get to the point,” Nathan said.

She frowned at his sharp tone, but obeyed. “One appeared in the north—Arcadia, I believe. The other in central Doumahr, so either Trafaumh or the north-western fortresses of the Empire. Both were defeated before they escaped.”

“The second must have appeared in Waier, then,” Nathan said. “The Empire only has three trigem Champions. One each in the cities of Aleich, Waier, and Kaufberg. Trafaumh’s two trigems should be away from their central fortresses right now.”

“A fair assumption, especially given your foes have stopped advancing,” Kadria said. “If one of their most powerful assets was wounded fighting a Messenger, their Bastions may be worried about fighting you and Maylis head-on in Aleich. The Nationalists had two trigems before and are now down to one.”

This wasn’t something that Nathan had expected, but he certainly wouldn’t complain about it.

The timing of the civil war had placed him at a significant disadvantage. His opponents intended to overthrow Emperor Gorthal and install their own emperor in his place, one who would likely increase the power of the archdukes, reduce the standing of beastkin, and launch more wars against other nations.

That stance was popular in the Empire, especially among other Bastions. Not only did the rebels have two archdukes leading them, but they had the majority of Bastions and Champions. However, the most powerful of Champions, the trigems, were split equally. Nathan had one, and Gorthal’s Bastion, Maylis, had another in Aleich.

“I’ll need to act on this right away, then,” Nathan said, standing.

The Twins whined. “Hold on, we made this place for you. You’re just going to leave?”

He had been right on the money with his guess about why this place looked the way it did.

“Do I really seem this somber?” he asked.

“I’ve been deep in your mind. Yeah,” Maura said.

The other women nodded.

“Really?” he asked Kadria.

“I would have created something in the style of your Kurai Peninsula, perhaps with a hot spring, a zen garden, and plenty of bamboo. But I can appreciate the meditative approach they’ve taken. This is perhaps the first time in their lives that they’ve made themselves useful,” Kadria said.

“Well, fuck you, too,” Maura replied, raising her middle fingers at her fellow succubus. “Scottish countryside is way more fitting.”

“Ah, yes, Scotland’s crayon trees. Truly a national treasure.” Kadria laughed at the furious expression on the Twins’ faces.

By now, Nathan had worked out that the succubi were usually referring to nations from their original world when they started saying strange things like this. Australia, Scotland, Germany—he had gotten used to them bringing them up occasionally. This was one of the few areas where the Twins had greater experience than Kadria.

“To return to the point: I do need to leave,” Nathan said. “I only came here to confirm if I had sensed Kadria. Are you leaving again?”

“Not any time soon,” she said, reclining in her chair. “The civil war in the Empire has set off a troublesome train of events. For now, I’m once again reliant on you.”

Her words suggested that she had somehow been active on Doumahr itself, which boggled Nathan. The only reason the Twins could leave these mental worlds was because Nathan had granted them access to the power of his binding stones. Could Kadria do the same thing, but without his permission?

If so, why hadn’t she left before?

“Do you have to be so secretive?” he asked her. “I can trust you, right?”

“Yeah, Nathan, ask the succubus if you can trust her,” Maura said.

Kadria fixed Maura with a glare, before giving Nathan a softer look. “You remember the deal we made years ago, before I brought you here?”

“It’s not like I can forget that night.” His voice gained an edge to it, and he refused to look at Kadria.

“I promised you a world that wasn’t despoiled by demons and wouldn’t be turned into a wasteland. Once I succeed, we’ll have that,” she said.

“We,” he repeated.

“We already agreed that we’re partners, didn’t we?”

He nodded.

“Then leave this to me. You just handle your little civil war and tame your new pets,” Kadria said, grinning at the Twins. “Afterward, we can handle this prophet business together, along with my other obstacles.”

The Twins clicked their tongues and crossed their arms. When Nathan nodded in agreement, Maura scowled at him.

“She fucks off for a couple of years, and you just go ‘that’s fine?’ At least rail her for being a secretive bitch,” Maura whined.

Nathan ignored her and instead walked away. The black door leading out remained where it had always been.

The Twins scurried after him and clamped their arms onto him before he left.

“You don’t really trust her, do you, Nathan?” Laura purred.

“Compared to you?” he asked. “Absolutely. But I don’t have a choice. Kadria brought me here. Fighting endless invasions will end in tears one day. I need something new.”

“I can offer you that,” Maura said, flipping her hair and holding a hand out. “Become king of everything, claim all the binding stones, and let us be your hot, sexy succubi wives. You could have a castle full of the hottest, most powerful women in the world, all begging for your cock.”

“That sounds like my dream,” he said drily.

“If it had been, I would have shown it to you, but you’re such a tortured bastard.” She pouted. “Fine, whatever. Do you at least like this place? It took ages to turn your little mental bubble into an actual space and kick Kadria’s room to the curb.”

Nathan shifted uneasily, a hand on the doorknob.

This little slice of fall appealed to him. Which meant that Maura understood him far better than she had even two weeks ago. The Twins stuck to him like glue these days.

His deal with them prevented them from acting against him, but his leverage over them was that of power. If they saw the chance, they’d seize it and turn him into their plaything in an instant.

“Why are you so uneasy now?” she said.

“Maybe he thinks Kadria is jealous,” Laura suggested.

“Let her be.”

“No,” he said. “It’s nothing. This isn’t my mind, is it? You can’t do anything to me like I could when I went to that museum of yours, right?”

The Twins giggled and their hands slithered over his crotch.

“Nathan, if we were in your mind, you wouldn’t be thinking of anything other than how good we are in bed,” Laura whispered in his ear.

“This is just a mental space you created by accident and I… renovated,” Maura said.

“Then you’ll need to teach me how to renovate it myself,” he said.

“Damn right I will,” she growled. “Like hell I’m going to let Kadria show up in the 11th inning and pretend she did everything.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s a baseball reference,” Laura explained. “It’s a popular sport in our world.”

Nathan pretended to understand. At least they weren’t talking about trains again.

Then he opened the black door, and the three of them stepped into the real world of Doumahr.


Chapter 2




An office greeted them, consisting primarily of his desk and a large six-seater table. Nathan had recently expanded the size of his office, given how many people liked to hang out here during the day.

Shelves lined the walls, and a clock and magical wireless device sat in the corner. Surprisingly, the desk was free of paperwork. Nathan felt that his workspace looked empty, but he had good reason to avoid sitting in here right now.

With a civil war on, delegation became paramount. Nathan had spent years preparing for a time when he would be too busy to do paperwork himself or oversee the minutiae of the duchy. The time to use those preparations was now.

A woman waited for them, sunlight streaming onto her shoulders through a window. Fei was a gorgeous cat beastkin, with beautiful long black hair, tufted black cat ears, and a bushy tail that Nathan spent half his life combing out. Her black and silver uniform hugged her figure tightly enough that Nathan never needed to imagine how huge her bust was. Two sapphire gems glittered in her collarbone.

“Nathan, you’re back,” she chirped, looking up at him from the gargantuan triple-layer sandwich she was busy demolishing.

“Eat over your plate, Fei,” he reminded her, watching globs of gravy build up along the edges of the carnival of meat in her hands.

Fei stuck her tongue out at him, then held the sandwich over her face and ran her tongue around it to catch all the sauce.

“Ha! Like I’m going to waste any of the gravy,” she said. “You don’t smell like sex, so are we going right to the meeting?”

The Twins huffed and immediately surrounded the catgirl, who shooed them away. Hissing noises erupted at the giggling succubi. They knew better than to touch Fei, however.

Frowning, Nathan felt that something was off about this situation. “You knew I was in there?” He jabbed a thumb at the black door behind him.

“Yuh-huh,” Fei said. “You weren’t in bed, and Narime looked sound asleep. When I followed your smell, it stopped at that new door.”

He blinked. “You can see it?”

“Well, duh,” Maura said.

“It’s your mental space and your Champions are connected to your mind,” Laura said. “They can’t enter ours, though.”

“Can’t, or shouldn’t?” he clarified.

“Can’t,” Maura said.

Fei tilted her head. “Nathan?”

“It’s nothing. Did you try going in?”

“Of course! But it wouldn’t budge. It’s such a weird door, too. Glowing runes, no doorknob, and it’s so cold to the touch,” Fei said.

“What,” he said.

“Your door is like your personality: arcane, cold, and defensive,” Maura said with a wicked grin.

He turned around and stared at the same featureless black door he had seen for years. “It looks like the same door as always.”

“You’re probably still seeing Kadria’s door. It should change… probably,” Maura said with a shrug.

How helpful.

“Fei, finish your sandwich. When does the meeting start?” he asked.

“Thirty minutes,” the catgirl said, before demolishing half of her sandwich in a single bite.

Maura and Laura stared at Fei.

“She would have fit in well back home,” Maura drawled.

“Too well,” Laura agreed.

In under a minute, Fei had put away enough meat to feed Nathan for a day. The terrifying part was that this was the least of what the kitty had already eaten. Given what time it was, Fei had already devoured her legendary breakfast. Her lunch would be similarly gargantuan.

Nathan felt that his investment in Fei’s personal chef paid dividends each and every day.

“Okay, let’s go,” she said, shooting to her feet.

Nathan and the Twins followed Fei out of the office, and a pair of beastkin guards saluted as he left. They wore a cloth patch on their arms. It contained an emblem of Nathan’s family house, but modified: black cat ears and animal tails had been sewn around a stylized helmet and white shield.

The newest addition to this crest was a pair of wings. Nathan disliked this for many reasons, not least of which being that the wings made the design incredibly busy.

The other reason was that the wings represented Omria, and more specifically, Fyre, the supposed prophet of Omria that had recently appeared. Formerly Nathan’s Champion, Fyre was a horse beastkin from the Federation that now fought to change the Empire, but claimed to support Nathan.

Soon, the group reached their destination on the ground floor. Guards patrolled the corridors and main hall of this castle, Gharrick Pass, and a pair waited outside the door to a meeting room. Statues twice their size stood next to them. In truth, they were Nathan’s magical summons and would act upon his orders.

Unlike other rooms, this one bore powerful protective wards. The door glowed with runes and magic emanated from the very walls of the room. If Nathan attempted to see into the room using magic, he would find nothing.

In fact, if he used magic to map out the castle, he would find nothing. The room used spatial wards to hide its existence. Even if an attacker broke through the walls or doors, they would find themselves in a corridor on the opposite side of the room, as if they had passed through it.

Without the right key, this room was practically impenetrable.

Nathan only had two other rooms in his castle protected as heavily, the vault and the binding stone itself. The difference was that he had created their protections himself. For this room, he had relied on a pair of experts.

“I can’t believe you wasted a day of my life on making this shit,” Maura grumbled, glaring at the door.

“We learned a few things about wards. Maybe they’ll help us against queen bitch next time?” Laura suggested.

“She’s not queen of anything.”

“Yes, yes, thank you again,” Nathan said.

He placed a hand on the door, activated his magic, and felt the “key” turn in the wards. Then the door swung open and he strode inside. The others followed.

Inside stood a woman with six voluminous silver tails, each almost the size of her own body. She wore a form-fitting silver robe with dyed-blue fur around the edges. A pair of sapphire gems sat in her collarbone, just like with Fei.

“Good morning, Narime,” Nathan said.

“A not so good morning to you,” she replied, her eyes shooting daggers at him. “You left without so much as a kiss this morning.”

“I’m sure it’s the kiss that you missed the most,” he said.

“Well, the sex in the shower is just something that happens, isn’t it?” Narime said, smirking at him. The Twins glared at her.

Despite his words, he ducked in and captured the fox’s lips in a deep kiss. Her tails wrapped around him, as did her arms. He felt her soft curves press against his body as she molded herself against him. Her tongue tackled his, and she moaned into his throat.

Surprisingly, nobody interrupted him. He pulled away, his hands running through the fur of Narime’s robe.

Behind him, Fei fiddled with the wireless communication device that dominated the room. The Twins stared at him with hungry faces, as if they had imagined themselves in Narime’s position.

“Jealous, are we?” Narime asked the succubi.

“Yeah, yeah, lap it up. We suck cock ten times better than you do.” Maura rolled her eyes.

Before they could start fighting—an annoyingly common occurrence—Nathan rubbed his fingers along one of the golden chains hidden beneath Narime’s clothing.

“How long have you been preparing this robe for?” he asked.

“I’ve had a couple of years, Nathan. It’s not suitable for a battlefield, but for bodyguard duty?” Narime smiled. “I took some advice from Vera when it came to hiding nasty surprises.”

Very nasty. The fur was decorative, but underneath it were countless pieces of enchanted jewelry intended to enhance Narime’s spellcasting abilities.

Fei bounced up to them and stuck her head too close for comfort. Her green eyes gleamed with mischief as her tail swished back and forth.

“I think we’re ready to start the meeting,” Fei said. “Who are we expecting?”

Nathan peeled away from Narime, who shot an annoyed look at Fei.

“Seraph, Anna, and maybe Sunstorm. Astra reported in last night before drinks,” he said.

“Can she even get drunk?” Narime asked.

“No, but do you really think she’ll miss a chance to sleep in?”

“Too true.”

Nathan continued, “Ciana is busy protecting Anna and managing Tartus’s military, so I don’t want her wasting time on meetings. Vera similarly has her hands full with the rebel forces near Kravum Rock.”

“What about Sen?” Narime asked. “I know she’s mustering soldiers for when we march on Aleich, but don’t we want an update?”

“Only if she runs into trouble. I’d rather she focus on moving as fast as she can. The more soldiers we have in position, the easier the fight will be at Aleich,” Nathan said.

He understood Narime’s concern, however. Two weeks ago, the Empire had fallen into disarray and armies had begun to move. His enemies had the advantage. All they needed to do was use it. Yet nothing had changed since.

Nathan found himself giving orders from a fortress over the wireless, hoping to piece together his forces before committing them to a major battle. His trusted Champions were scattered across his territory. Some commanded armies, others protected fortresses and portals, and another scouted enemy positions.

None of this was new to Nathan. In his old world, he had experienced this dreadful lull too many times. He remembered each clearly.

The days before he fought his Messenger after the Empire fell. When he spent weeks futilely attempting to stop High Lord Torneus from tearing apart the Federation. Assisting with the evacuation of the collapsed Federation and Arcadia, and then preparing to defend the Gharrick Mountains from the pursuing demonic hordes.

Not to mention the countless battles between Falmir and Trafaumh in the years afterward. Ironically, when Trafaumh had fallen to Thanatos, it had happened so swiftly that Nathan barely found time to think. The entire sequence was like some horrific nightmare that started with a functioning nation, and ended with millions dead and his best friend gone forever.

He shook his head to clear his thoughts. The others grimaced at him, but said nothing.

How often had he dwelled on his darker thoughts recently? It had become a bad habit of his. After the civil war, maybe he should take a break.

“Fei,” he said, gesturing for her to start the meeting.

The catgirl cast some magic, tuned some dials, pressed some buttons, and soon the wireless came to life. A low whine filled the room, just high enough to be irritating but low enough that mages thought it to be tolerable.

One-by-one, the others connected to the wireless call. This was a military-grade device, and they each used a specific channel and magical encryption to keep out eavesdroppers. Nathan had no worries about others listening in, given neither Falmir nor Trafaumh had worked out how to crack wireless encryption in his world.

Even so, everyone spoke codes to identify themselves. The codes changed each day and were personalized.

“We’re all here. Sunstorm must be busy, so I’ll check in with her later,” Nathan said.

“She updated me before she headed off,” Seraph said. “We should assume that she can’t join us due to leyline disruption, given that was what she was investigating. I doubt it’s anything serious.”

Both Sunstorm and Seraph were Nathan’s Champions, like Fei. They were both from the Kurai Peninsula, like Narime. But they each had their own role under Nathan.

Sunstorm was a lithe, spunky assassin with black hair, olive skin, and a collection of preserved heads. Nathan relied on her for scouting and long-distance missions, especially lately. Her single onyx gem allowed her to teleport, and her physical abilities favored speed.

By contrast, Seraph was jokingly referred to as “Nathania” by the Twins when they thought he wasn’t listening. She ran much of Nathan’s military, had extensive experience commanding soldiers and provinces, and was Nathan’s right hand. Her pair of jade gems left her somewhat lacking in raw combat ability, but she had endurance in spades.

“Then let’s make this quick. I need to jump on a carriage soon to visit Archduke von Milgar,” Nathan said.

“I’ll give you a brief overview so you can pass it on, then,” Seraph said. “The Amica Duchies are in complete chaos, but there aren’t any major threats. It’s just lots of little problems cropping up, and sometimes becoming big problems.”

“Like the fact that half of the Amica dukes are dead,” Anna added.

Unlike everyone else on the wireless call, Anna was a perfectly normal human being. She was the Duchess von Clair, ruler of the largest duchy in the Empire, and she relied on Nathan for military affairs. The two were close, in many ways.

Right now, Anna was Nathan’s political lifeline in the eastern half of the Empire. He needed her to help him bring the former Federation, now called the Amica Duchies, back under control.

“Yes, that is a problem,” Seraph said, perhaps understating the matter. “The west is worse, however. The archdukes are still moving at a snail’s pace. Once they do move, it will still be over a week before they reach Aleich, even with good weather and the roads.”

“What about Tharban?” Nathan asked, referring to his father and a powerful figure in the Nationalist faction.

“He’s withdrawn from Leopold’s territory near Forselle Pass. His soldiers marched toward Aleich, but stopped north of the Forselle River. With our current positions, we might only beat them to the capital by less than a day.”

“Anything else?” he asked.

“The beastkin Enclave is still under threat. Trafaumh wants to meet us to talk about this prophet. Falmir’s armies remain on our borders. The Spires are unstable after multiple coup attempts.” Seraph laughed bitterly. “Nothing new, sadly.”

“I’m afraid my news is much the same,” Anna said. “To be blunt, I need help. The dark elves are holding the Houkeem Desert, but that’s only because Duke Ilmarn can supply them. We’re cut off from the eastern half of Amica. The entire center is in open revolt, but the rebels are fighting each other as much as us.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Nathan said grimly.

“I know how stretched you are, Nathan,” she said softly. “Defending Aleich and Alice is still the priority, but…”

“I mean it. That’s why I’m meeting with Milgar. I received some news that might help convince him to support you.” Nathan paused.

For a moment, he considered withholding the truth.

Almost two years ago, he had made the decision to tell those he trusted as much of the truth that he could. He still held secrets, particularly pertaining to the more terrifying details of how the multiverse appeared to work.

But right now, all that mattered was that he wanted to be honest.

Fei and Narime watched him expectantly. The catgirl rocked back and forth on her boots, her ears twitching in time with her movements. No doubt Seraph and Anna waited in similar anticipation, even if he couldn’t see them.

“Two more Messenger invasions have taken place in the last two weeks,” he said.

A series of gasps filled the room, two of which were delayed through the wireless. Even though they had already heard the news, the Twins scowled.

“I suspect one happened in Waier, the largest city in the northern Empire,” he continued. “The other likely took place in Arcadia, or possibly Soreaux.”

Nathan genuinely doubted that Trafaumh had been invaded by a Messenger. Their attempts to meet with him and Anna over Fyre had been insistent, but patient.

They’d be trying to knock down his door if a Messenger had shown up in their capital. So he discounted the idea internally.

“Two… Nathan, this is insane,” Narime said, eyes wide. “Doumahr has only seen a single Messenger invasion in centuries, and that wiped out my homeland. Now there have been four?”

“Yes,” he said.

Maura piped up, “This is what happens when you start breaking the timeline. Nathan’s kicked the boss in the balls a few too many times, so he’s throwing a tantrum. I’ve only seen him do this when…” She bit her lip. “Well, when your false goddess shows up. He gets all hot and bothered about her.”

Silence filled the room for several long seconds.

Eventually, Narime continued, “That still doesn’t explain how Kurai fell, but these new Messengers have been defeated.”

“Preparations,” Nathan said. “Kurai’s Messenger was the first in centuries. Almost every Bastion on Doumahr went to Kurai to suppress the monster. Leopold and Tharban were both there. I think almost every Bastion with a trigem Champion was either there, or in training at the time.”

“Plus, all you need to do is stop us from escaping,” Laura said. “We’re like ten times more powerful once we get a binding stone.”

Fei pointed at them, then at Nathan. “Isn’t this bad, then? They’re outside.”

“We’re chained, you stupid furball,” Maura said. “If Nathan severs our connection with his binding stone, then we’re dead.”

“More to the point,” Seraph said over the wireless, “this does explain the actions of the archdukes. Waier is defended by one of their most powerful Bastions. Despite the civil war, your duty is to defend the portals from demons and Messengers on behalf of Omria. Everybody knows about the invasion at the Spires. How many Bastions want to fight over Aleich and let the Empire be razed by demons?”

Too many, Nathan cynically thought.

“It could also be that the Messenger injured the trigem at Waier. Whatever the case, we have an advantage to press at Aleich,” he explained. “With Astra’s help, and that of Maylis’s Hound, we’ll have two trigem Champions to defend Aleich.”

“Will Maylis help? Alice has been concerned about how taciturn she’s been,” Anna asked.

“Maylis is trusted by Emperor Gorthal and the defender of Aleich. She’s defending the palace, and I doubt she’ll let the city burn,” Nathan said. “But even if she decides to stay neutral for some insane reason, that still puts us on even footing if the archdukes are down a trigem.”

“I’ll leave the maneuvering to you, Nathan,” Anna said. “Say hello to Milgar for me.”

“Agreed. I expect that we’ll need to march soon, so let us know when you need me,” Seraph said. “Have a pleasant trip, Nathan. Try not to get too messy in the carriage ride over.”

“We’ll do our best to disappoint you,” Narime said.

“I can always rely on you to prove me wrong, Narime.”

The wireless meeting came to a swift end after some goodbyes.

Which left Nathan with only one last thing to do for the day.

He needed to visit Archduke von Milgar and make his final preparations to march on Aleich.


Chapter 3


Vala



Aseries of horseless carriages pulled up outside a walled estate. Each was painted blue and bore the golden lion of Falmir’s royal family. The dark tint of the windows prevented observers from seeing inside. A handful of uniformed soldiers hung off the sides of the carriages, but none walked alongside them.

Curiously, no markings could be seen on the exterior of the estate. It sat south of the Empire’s fortress of Mortiswatch, which oversaw its western border with the Kingdom of Falmir. Officially, both nations were at peace.

Of course, someone only needed to ride along the border to see the reality. Armies massed at Falmir’s border forts and cities, in preparation of an invasion. War appeared imminent.

Despite this, a royal delegation visited this expansive manor. While the courtyard was paved, the road leading in was dirt and dust clouds hung in the air behind the carriages. No guards patrolled the walls. A dense forest of evergreen pine trees surrounded them, but several white pylons could be spotted amongst the greenery.

Magic filled the air, actively interfering with all attempts at scrying and eavesdropping. If the manor came under assault, a protective barrier could spring into existence, but that was the least of its defenses.

After the carriages stopped, the guards busied themselves by casting protective wards. All of them appeared to be capable mages, despite their nondescript appearance. They peered into the forest as they took up defensive positions around one carriage in particular.

The door of a different carriage opened, and a young woman hopped out. Her uniform matched that of the other guards, save that an opening had been cut over her collarbone to reveal a single red garnet. She had an imposing figure that towered over some of the men around her, and her thighs looked capable of crushing some of them. Her dense, dark brown hair was a mess.

“This feels like an evil lair,” she said aloud.

“I can tell you haven’t been to many noble estates, Vala,” a male voice said from behind her.

A man hopped down from the carriage as well, followed by a hooded woman in armor. His body was lanky but tall. Like everyone else, he wore a nondescript uniform from Falmir, save for a sorcerer’s cloak. Unlike the others, his face was a gaunt mess of hair and stubble.

“I’m a little out of my league here, Gareth,” Vala replied with a grimace. “Until last year, the largest building I had been in was the one I apprenticed as a Champion in.”

“Welcome to the world of royalty, then. It’s shit.” Gareth laughed. “I have to say that I never expected to be brought back into the fold, however.”

Vala held back a frown. Despite how friendly Gareth was to her, they barely knew each other.

Because Vala barely knew anybody here. She was a monogem Champion, and Gareth wasn’t her Bastion.

No, her Bastion remained hidden, sitting inside the carriage that all the guards clustered around. Vala stared at it, an odd expression crossing her face.

“I think we should keep practicing poker,” Gareth said abruptly.

“Huh?” she grunted, staring at him in confusion.

He gave her a look, and she thought about his words. Then her face flushed.

Right. Poker face.

“I’m an expert in doing uncomfortable things with a smile, and working with people I find unpleasant,” Gareth said. “While your pup is smitten with our dear princess, I suggest you follow my lead.”

This was exactly why she had problems with Gareth. The man read her as if her mind were an open book. Vala didn’t think she was complicated, but being seen through so easily discomforted her.

“I don’t find her unpleasant,” she muttered.

“You’re conflicted, however. Or jealous. It’s fine. Your first and most precious Bastion has been whisked away by another woman and is ignoring you.”

Vala rolled her eyes. “He’s always ignored me. A spoiled noble brat who became a Bastion purely because his father is a famous one, and passed his apprenticeship purely from nepotism.”

Gareth merely shrugged. The other woman ignored them—she was Gareth’s Champion. Her name was Erica, and Vala suspected she was an assassin.

Before their conversation continued, a boom interrupted them. Every guard in the clearing tensed, and several began casting spells. Glowing triangles and squares appeared in many hands.

The doors to the estate swung inward, making a series of loud thumps and creaks. Cursing reached Vala’s ears.

“Somebody hasn’t been maintaining their gate mechanism,” Gareth said with a wry smile.

A giant of a man stood beyond the now-open gate. At first, Vala wondered if he was the offspring of a man and a bear. Gareth was the only person in the clearing who matched his height, although Vala stood just an inch or two shorter.

Furs covered the heavy armor and black uniform of the giant. A family crest decorated his clothing, that of a stylized helmet on a white shield and black background. A shaggy mane of black hair stood out against his gaunt face. Steely eyes glared at the Falmir soldiers.

“Those are beastkin tails, aren’t they?” Vala muttered.

“Yup. That’s the Crimson Warhound,” Gareth said.

Then, for some insane reason, Gareth gave a cheery wave.

“Howdy, Tharban. How’s the civil war going?” Gareth shouted.

Vala watched as every muscle in Tharban’s body tensed. Those murderous eyes punched into Gareth, who didn’t even flinch.

“I think he wants to kill you,” Vala said, hiding the raw fear she felt.

This man was Tharban von Straub, the Crimson Warhound, and one of the most vicious and infamous Bastions on Doumahr. He executed his enemies in cold blood, burned down villages, and brutally slaughtered almost anyone who opposed him.

On top of that, Tharban was one of the leaders of the Nationalist faction, who had caused the civil war in the Empire. What the fuck was Gareth doing?

“He’s wanted to kill me since we met a couple of decades ago. Tried, even.” Gareth grinned. “Despite his reputation, he’s more bark than bite. Both Leopold and I are still alive, after all. I’ll take him seriously once he kills one of us.”

“You might be dead in that case,” Erica said, breaking her silence.

“Ah, well, what a shame.”

Tharban strode forward, looking around the clearing. He saw the one carriage with closed doors and gestured at the guards.

“She in there?” he asked Gareth, ignoring the guards pointing weapons at him.

“Why don’t you find out for yourself?” Gareth suggested.

Vala’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. Instinctively, she placed herself between Tharban and the carriage.

A moment later, she regretted the move.

Tharban glared down at her. She felt power well up in the man. Her own garnet summoned power to aid her. Surely, he wasn’t crazy enough to fight a Champion, right?

Suddenly, Tharban calmed down and looked back at Gareth.

“Didn’t think you’d ever get a new one,” Tharban said. “She has more balls than you do.”

“You say that as if you’ve personally checked,” Gareth replied. “And she’s not mine. I bet you’ll hate her Bastion more than your own flesh and blood.”

Tharban’s face distorted in a sneer. Then he looked down at her again.

“Loyalty is one thing, but a good warrior should never waste their strength on the weak,” he uttered.

“And who decides who is weak and who is strong?” a bell-like voice rung out.

The final carriage finally disgorged its occupants. Two women and a single man stood inside a ring of magic-wielding guards.

Vala knew the man all too well, given he was her Bastion, Oliver. His unkempt black hair was his most notable feature.

The woman who had spoken was none other than Princess Charlotte, only daughter of Falmir’s king and second-in-line for the throne. Her gorgeous blue and white lace dress belied her razor-sharp personality, as did her long, curly brown hair and gargantuan tits. Vala had initially written her off as eye candy, and most in Falmir thought she would become some noble’s trophy wife.

How wrong Vala had been.

As for the last woman, Vala knew very little about her, and not even her name. She was a beastkin cleric of Omria, and covered herself up from head to toe in a simple black habit. Only a pair of goat horns stuck out, but they were simply a feature of her race.

“Strength is self-evident,” Tharban said. “I’m not here to debate. Everyone is present now. The archdukes are waiting.”

“All of them?” Charlotte asked with a teasing smile.

He grunted and turned away, then began to walk inside. Charlotte followed, and her guard fell into step. The defensive ring remained in place. Vala maintained her position close to Gareth.

“Archdukes von Allesburg and von Salms are here. Milgar survived the assassination attempt, but is still recovering from the poison,” Tharban explained.

“Poison,” Oliver spat. “Despicable.”

“Indeed. Why use such an ineffective method, when you must know how many healers he would have available? The former Federation is full of mystic foxes, and Milgar has built strong relations with them,” Charlotte said.

Oliver’s face paled, and he said nothing more.

Fucking idiot, Vala thought.

“Because getting Champions, Bastions, or anybody powerful enough to outright kill an archduke, is basically impossible in a meeting held solely between them,” Tharban said. “Von Salms lured Milgar in, but all the warriors kept their distance. It was the best plan. We simply underestimated his paranoia. The bastard had a teleportation relic around his neck.”

Charlotte’s eyebrows shot up. “My, my. I apologize. But then…” She smiled, and it caused shivers to run down Vala’s spine. “I see now, Crimson Warhound. Very well. I shall let this play out.”

Tharban stopped short of the front door of the mansion. He turned around and stared at Charlotte, but his steely gaze seemed troubled.

Other than Falmir’s guards, nobody else seemed to be present. However, now they were within the walls, Vala felt the presence of multiple Champions and Bastions inside the building. The Empire had significant power here.

No wonder the princess had brought two Bastions. However, why hadn’t she brought more? Vala was a monogem, and Erica a duogem. There had to be at least three Imperial duogems inside.

Tharban licked his lips. “You’re a very different woman than I’ve heard described, Princess.”

“You’re no stranger to politics and the need for masks, Warhound.”

He grunted and turned away.

They entered the estate, which was as opulently furnished as Vala expected. If she robbed the place, she could retire to a coastal castle and live like a queen.

Not that she’d survive the attempt.

Deep inside, they found the meeting room. Surprisingly, it was far smaller than most.

A pair of long tables ran along the length of the room, with a gap between them just barely large enough for Tharban to stand in. A fireplace burned at the far end and old-fashioned torches blazed on the walls, relying on oil and fire to provide light. This building lacked a magical generator. Possibly because of how distant it was from a leyline.

Behind each table were three people. Vala surmised that these were the archdukes, plus a Bastion and Champion representing each. A pair of gems glittered in the collars of one person on each side—a woman on the left, and a man on the right.

Tharban stepped into the center, while Falmir fanned out across the entrance. Vala noticed a single duogem standing at the far end of the room. She had blonde hair, two sapphires, and an elegant white robe.

“Princess Charlotte, it is an honor to once again make your acquaintance,” one of the archdukes said, the jewelry around his neck shimmering in the light as he bowed his head.

“Likewise,” the other archduke said, but he made no motion to bow.

The princess smiled at them and gave a deep and elegant curtsy. “As always, I deeply appreciate the circumstances that allow us to work together, my dear archdukes. My father believes there is bountiful opportunity in a restored monarchy in the Anfang Empire. One that understands the true rights and powers of nobility.”

Vala tuned out the next fifteen minutes of introductions and ego-stroking. The last year had been irritating enough, but this was something else. Far too many words were said about how amazing nobles were, and how awful it was that the Emperor supposedly hadn’t ceded power peacefully.

Unfortunately, she knew nothing about what was actually happening in the Empire. Gareth had briefly explained that the whole thing was a huge political shitfight, but that explanation annoyed her even more.

Somehow, it seemed like a copout to claim that both sides were as bad as each other. Vala didn’t have a horse in the race, but she had heard about the appearance of the prophet of Omria. The situation felt far more complicated than “noble infighting.”

“I believe that’s enough of pleasantries,” von Salms said, who was the archduke on the left with the overabundance of jewelry. He ruled the archduchy of Salms, whose capital was Waier. “We have two matters to discuss today: the delays in our war effort; and the need for additional supplies from Falmir.”

“Three matters,” Charlotte said coldly.

All eyes turned to her, and the archdukes froze.

She shot a broad, simpering smile at the assembly and her bell-like voice returned. “Father wishes to know about this prophet. False or not, Omria is our protector, and she must be considered with utmost seriousness.”

“It’s horseshit,” Tharban thundered. “The goddess would never debase herself by taking the form of some beastkin slut.”

“Watch your tongue,” von Allesburg said. He sat on the right and looked so old that Vala wondered how he hadn’t rotted away by now. “Omria’s judgment cannot be questioned. If she chooses a beastkin, then we must abide.”

“If,” von Salms said. “All we have to go on are descriptions of glowing wings and great power. Not to mention that the supposed prophet is a Champion of Bastion Nathan.”

Tharban’s expression darkened at the mention of this “Nathan.”

“Who?” Vala asked Gareth in a whisper.

“Tharban’s son. Disowned, actually,” Gareth replied. “He’s also the leader of the loyalist faction and has a trigem Champion.”

Vala stared at Gareth.

When had that happened? How had she missed the appearance of a legendary Bastion? She knew the names of every trigem Champion on Doumahr and had since she was ten years old.

“My father has heard of her as a prophet. If she is a fraud, then he would appreciate proof,” Charlotte said. “That is all I wish to raise. Merely provide Bastion Gareth with all the information you can gather on her.”

“I’ll see to it,” Tharban said, before anybody else could continue the subject. “I’ve gathered plenty of intelligence on her.”

“If you’re asking us for favors, then it’s time to deliver, Princess,” von Salms said, leaning forward. “The war is taking longer than expected and may carry us well into winter. We need more supplies. Food, weapons, catalysts. More of what was promised.”

Charlotte’s face turned worried. Only a year of experience allowed Vala to recognize how fake it looked.

“I shall impress upon my father the importance of your request,” Charlotte said.

“No. You shall tell him that our agreement is over if he can’t deliver. I can see your armies from the walls of Mortiswatch,” von Allesburg said.

Vala doubted he could actually see that far, given he probably couldn’t see his hands in front of his face, let alone a border 80 miles away. But he was the archduke of the region and presumably had reports that told him what he couldn’t actually see.

“Very well. I shall advise him of your ultimatum,” the princess replied.

The archdukes grimaced at the word “ultimatum” but said nothing more.

“What about your delays?” Charlotte probed.

“Yes, Tharban, what about them?” von Salms asked.

“They’re necessary to safeguard the Empire,” Tharban said.

Immediately, the atmosphere in the room shifted. Gareth straightened up, and Vala caught him gesturing to the guards. The Bastions and Champions in the room traded looks—or sometimes, glares.

“We’re safeguarding the Empire by seizing Aleich, overthrowing that warm corpse, and appointing an emperor who will do what’s necessary to preserve Imperial dignity,” von Salms shouted.

He slammed a fist into the table. The sound reverberated off the stone walls of the room and was the only thing Vala heard for nearly half a minute.

“The Aurelian Spires nearly fell to a Messenger invasion,” Tharban said, voice like gravel. “Waier’s trigem Champion is still recovering from the second Messenger, and the entire city nearly fell. I will not see my homeland become Kurai.”

Gareth’s jaw clenched and he stared into the distance. The female Bastion reacted similarly and folded her arms behind her back.

However, the other male Bastion scoffed. “We’ve defeated three Messengers now. Even your kid beat one. Maybe Kurai lacked what we have, Tharban?”

“No, Leopold beat one,” Tharban ground out. “And he nearly died for it. Don’t you talk back, whelp. I was at Kurai. Everyone who saw what the Messenger did understands what they are.”

“Demons?” von Allesburg suggested. “I sympathize with the need to vanquish our foes and defeat the goddess’s enemies, but we cannot hamstring ourselves by refusing to seize Aleich while we can. Every day that we do not march—”

“I am a servant of Omria before I serve you,” Tharban said. “I don’t give a flying fuck about your sympathies. No Bastion will leave their portals undefended while the Empire is in danger. Even my shithead of a son understands that. He’s spent the last two years preparing for this, raising new Champions to defend his portals.”

“No, Tharban. You are a servant of the Empire, and we choose how to best serve Omria,” von Salms said.

He stood, bringing him face-to-face with Tharban given the tiny size of the room.

“You are one man in a room full of people who can command armies without you,” von Salms said. “With a single order, I can have you replaced, your titles stripped, and your Champions handed over to Bastions willing to do their duty. We are marching on Aleich, Tharban!”

“Now, now—” von Allesburg said, eyes widening. He raised his palms as if they could possibly calm the situation.

Tharban didn’t even glance at the other archduke.

He reached forward, gripped von Salms’s head with his bearlike paws, and slammed his head into the table faster than Vala followed.

The table exploded into splinters. Von Salms’s body continued falling, a broken scream escaping him. An instant later, his head struck the stone floor and exploded into gore. Both ends of the table collapsed on top of his body and blood pooled over Tharban’s boots.

Every soldier in the room began to react. Falmir’s guards surrounded Charlotte, while Gareth placed a hand in front of Vala.

She realized that he was warning her to stay out of this.

“Traitor!” the male Bastion roared from behind von Salms.

He took a step forward, right before collapsing. Blood gurgled out from his slit throat.

Behind him, his duogem Champion held up a short sword. Her two amethyst gems lost their light, turning dull with the death of her Bastion.

Near the fireplace, Tharban’s Champion raised her arms toward the remaining Bastion and Champion. But neither moved. They watched the violence impassively.

The remaining Bastion then nodded. “So it is finally happening.”

“Tharban, what… this is… why…” von Allesburg stammered out, his entire body shaking with fear.

“I don’t need to give an order to replace you,” Tharban said.

Von Allesburg’s head vanished a moment later, vaporized by a spell from Tharban’s Champion.

Tharban stepped backward, then looked down. He clicked his tongue as he saw the mess on his boots.

“Fucking hell. I just cleaned these,” he said. He shook his head and turned back to the remaining Bastion. “What about his family?”

“Already under house arrest. His youngest daughter should suffice as a puppet ruler for now.”

“What about his son?”

“He had to be disposed of.”

Tharban cursed. “Damn. I guess we’ll need to find somebody to marry the daughters to, if we want to continue the lines of the archdukes.” He turned to the other Champion, the one who had killed her own Bastion. “What about von Salms?”

“His son was happy to take over, especially given the state of Waier after the Messenger invasion.”

“Good.” Tharban nodded.

Then he stepped up to the ball of Falmir’s guards.

Vala prepared herself for a suicidal rush at Tharban, in order to protect Oliver and the princess.

Instead, Charlotte waved the guards away and faced Tharban directly.

“If you’re not careful, this will be your fate,” Tharban said.

Oliver stepped forward and slammed his fist into Tharban’s face. Vala heard the crunch of bones breaking and saw her Bastion fall to the ground. He cradled his hand, cursing under his breath. Tharban hadn’t even flinched.

“You were right, Gareth,” Tharban said. “I do fucking hate him more than Nathan.”

Then Tharban walked outside. Charlotte followed, leaving everyone else to follow in confusion.

“What’s the chance Falmir will deliver us supplies?” Tharban asked as he walked alongside the princess.

“None. You have little leverage right now.” Charlotte raised a hand when Tharban’s expression darkened again. “But that’s not even the problem. Your little rebellion has stoked fires in Falmir. Everyone is getting it in their heads that it’s time for change. Father is trying to soothe the republican movement.”

“My heart cries out for you,” Tharban said.

They stepped outside. The guards formed a circle around Tharban and the princess, but nobody made a move without her permission.

For whatever reason, Charlotte wished to work with this monster.

“You just admitted that you can’t invade,” Tharban said.

“Perhaps. I think you have bigger problems. Right now, I’m your lifeline in Falmir. Father wants to cut you off entirely. I could have ended your coup attempt instantly then. You owe me.” Charlotte’s eyes curved.

“Maybe.”

“You do. Fortunately, I’m cheap. All I need is everything you have on this would-be prophet and to give me the mirror.”

Tharban stared at her. “You still haven’t explained why you want it.”

“Does it matter? It’s a relic from a woman who no longer matters to you. Give it to me, and I will be out of your mane forever.” Charlotte curtsied to him, but even Vala knew it was mockery. “You do not want me as an enemy, Warhound.”

Nearly a minute passed. Vala waited for a signal to attack. Tharban didn’t want to give up whatever this mirror was.

Then Oliver leaped forward, again. This time, he drew his sword. Magic arced along it as he cast a second rank spell of some form.

Tharban spun, caught the sword, and then shattered Oliver’s face with a punch. Blood flew through the air as Oliver spiraled backward.

The moans meant that Oliver had survived. Vala still felt her gem’s power. Tharban knew better than to kill Falmir’s Bastion.

Charlotte didn’t even look at Oliver. “Well?”

“Fine,” Tharban grunted out. “But remember, he’s mine. If you fucking touch him, or interfere at all before I deal with him, then I will remind you that Falmir was once part of the Empire for a reason.”

“How scary.”

Tharban’s glare attempted to disintegrate Charlotte, to no effect.

Then he strode back into the manor. They waited outside awkwardly for a minute, before he returned with a small package. One of the guards accepted it, although Charlotte used her own magic to confirm what it was.

“Very good. Provide Gareth with the information on the false prophet and our business is finished. For good, I imagine,” Charlotte said.

Then she turned and began to walk away.

“When the republicans burn your palace, murder your father, and use you as the toy that you are, I will cheer for them,” Tharban called after her.

Charlotte waved cheerfully in reply, as if copying Gareth’s gesture from earlier.

“Oh, and can somebody carry the pup into my carriage?” Charlotte said, suddenly remembering that Oliver was bleeding on the ground, half-conscious. “It might be fun to nurse him on the ride back.”

Gareth placed a hand on Vala’s shoulder and guided her to their carriage. Once inside, she stared at the wall of the carriage while they rode away.

What the hell had Vala gotten herself into?

Whatever it was, she found herself wishing for the victory of her supposed enemies. Whoever this Nathan was, he needed all the help he could get in the civil war.


Chapter 4




Following the strategy meeting, Nathan and his Champions left as a group. They didn’t go far. The basement entrance sat around the corner, just down a corridor off the main hall.

No guards stood watch here. Instead, a pair of hulking summons eyed Nathan’s companions as they approached. Runes glowed visibly on a solid steel door at the bottom of a stone staircase, but they were the least of the protections in place.

The basement contained the binding stone of Gharrick Pass. If an intruder reached it, they could seize control of it, stealing part of Nathan’s power. The castle’s magical generators, summons, and wards all ran off the binding stone. At the same time, Nathan relied on it for much of his magical strength.

Every binding stone Nathan controlled granted him additional magical power, as well as passive physical strength. The largest benefit right now was that it enabled him to alter reality itself in the vicinity of the fortress, as well as the attached demonic portal. As such, every magical protection Nathan knew kept the binding stone safe.

The doors opened with a flicker of his magic. The Twins bounced after him, but Narime and Fei followed more sedately. Fei kept a hand on the scimitar by her waist.

A lone corridor stretched out beyond the doors, with a few closed doorways to the side. The Twins made a beeline for one.

“No,” Nathan said. Golden triangles appeared around his hands, at the same time as Fei drew her sword.

The Twins slammed to a halt, before collapsing to the ground like puppets whose strings had been cut.

“Guhhh,” Maura moaned. “It was a joke. You don’t need to fucking tase my brain, you asshole.”

“I’m not stupid. The second you get control of a binding stone, you don’t need me. I lose my leverage over you,” Nathan said. “Consider yourselves lucky that I didn’t let you reach the door.”

Laura and Maura looked up at the plain wooden door, which appeared innocent enough. Their eyes narrowed. Seconds passed in silence.

Then they squealed and scrambled to get away. They pushed, scrabbled, and squashed against each other on the floor like crabs in a pot as they tried and failed to stand and run away from the unassuming entrance.

“What the fuck!” Laura squawked.

“No, no, no,” Maura said. “Get me the hell away from that monster.”

“Don’t pull me down!”

“You’re the one pulling me.”

Nathan’s Champions watched as two of the most dangerous beings on Doumahr began scratching and biting each other on the floor.

“Nathan, I knew that you would change my perception of the world when I joined you, but not like this,” Narime said, running a hand down her face.

“They’re so stupid,” Fei muttered.

“I heard that, you horny cat,” Maura snapped, now kneeling on top of her sister’s chest as she pushed Laura into the ground. “You’re as dumb and horny as we are. Like hell you get to insult us.”

Fei pouted and wrapped herself around Nathan. “Am I that dumb?” she asked, pointing at the succubi.

“No,” he said.

“Oh, fuck you,” Maura said. “Do you want me to trade in the horns for cat ears and tails? Is that your fetish?”

“Fei’s the only one to work out I’m not from this timeline,” Nathan pointed out. “Not even Narime figured it out.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Narime whined, looking away with flattened ears and tails.

Fei stuck her tongue out.

The succubi stopped fighting. They looked at each other, then back at Fei.

“Huh. Didn’t think the other girls were dumber than us,” Laura said, and Maura nodded in agreement.

Before a fight broke out between the tamed Messengers and his Champions, Nathan moved on.

“You should assume that I’ve trapped all my binding stones the same way,” he said.

“You’re nuts,” Maura said. “That trap triggers a mental blast strong enough that it might destroy the connection we have to you. We might survive it, as we’ve reinforced the connection a lot, but if it goes down, we’re dead. You’d rather us dead than close to your precious stones?”

“Yes. I know exactly what you’ll do the moment you get control of one,” Nathan said.

The Twins stared at him with stony faces. Fei and Narime shifted uneasily, uncertain if a fight was about to break out.

Then the succubi grinned.

“Heh. You’re going to make the best corrupted ruler,” Maura purred. “You’re so fucking ruthless.”

“And you told me that edgy heroes weren’t hot,” Laura teased, prodding her sister.

“He’s not edgy. He’s the real deal.”

Nathan ignored their reaction and walked past them. If they weren’t going to cause a fuss, he was happy.

At the end of the corridor sat an archway, seemingly unfinished as solid stone blocked it. Nathan touched the wall and it shimmered like a pool of water. White light erupted from his hand, and soon the gateway activated.

Each of Nathan’s fortresses connected to Gharrick Pass using a gateway like this. They acted as the primary method of travel that he and his Champions used, although they couldn’t scale.

Numerous gateways powered the transportation network of the Empire, although they hadn’t connected the eastern and western sides, or stretched to the Amica Duchies. The downsides of gateways were many, but two stood out: they required enormous amounts of magical energy to operate, and they could only transport small volumes of people.

A Champion or elite unit could use a gateway, but an army took days. Combined with the risk of sabotage, no serious maneuvers ever made use of them. Not that generals didn’t try sometimes.

Nathan stepped through the wall of light. He stumbled, as his brain flailed about for several moments while his body lacked any sensory inputs.

Then he found himself inside a small chamber beneath Castle Forselburg, Nathan’s northern fortress. It sat close to the border with the Aurelian Spires, which was the nation of dark elves to the north that Nathan had recently saved from a Messenger invasion and civil war.

A steel cage surrounded a glowing stone orb in this room. The orb held a dull white glow, but emanated a constant magical thrum into its surroundings. It was a binding stone—Nathan’s, to be precise.

The others followed Nathan through the gateway. Naturally, the Twins focused on the binding stone.

This time, they didn’t rush toward it. The cage had a door and seemingly no lock or runes protecting it, but they had nearly killed themselves earlier.

“You know what would be better than a mental blast that severs our connection to the world and probably ensures an incredibly painful death to a wannabe goddess?” Maura said.

“No,” Nathan said, walking out of the chamber.

Everyone followed him, the Twins eying the binding stone greedily as they did so.

“A mental blast that leaves them alive, but utterly incoherent. Imagine the possibilities you could do with us,” Maura said. “It wouldn’t be that hard to add something like that to our mental link if we ever betray you.” She waggled her eyebrows at Nathan suggestively.

“Oh, no,” Laura moaned. “You’ve flipped her switch. Sis, if you’re braindead, you can’t be part of the fetish.”

“Hush, you.”

“I don’t think I want to hear where this goes,” Narime said, but the look in her eyes suggested that she had heard similarly horrific suggestions far too many times in the past two weeks. “Nathan, good luck with Archduke von Milgar. I’ll keep things running in your absence. Try not to do anything too crazy, even if they drive you mad.”

The fox threw a warning look at the Twins, who merely grinned in response.

Castle Forselburg was Narime’s headquarters. While she had been staying with Nathan in Gharrick Pass recently to help him manage his responsibilities, her office and subordinates remained here.

Presumably, she would work with Seraph to keep everything running. The two had an old rivalry, but they were Nathan’s trusted subordinates for a reason.

After splitting up with Narime, Nathan headed outside. Several horseless carriages awaited him. As did a small company of armored knights.

“I thought I was taking a single carriage to avoid detection,” Nathan said, bemused.

Fei gave him a look, and one of the closer knights snapped off a salute after trotting over. Her look matched that of Fei’s, although she was an oddly familiar wolf beastkin.

“The last time I let you leave without us, sir, you were cut off and used as part of a political plot,” the beastkin knight said sullenly. “We’ll escort you to the meeting point.”

Ah, so that was why he recognized her. Nathan felt bad for not knowing her name, but this knight had been the one who wanted to escort him to the Spires last year.

Given Fei’s cheeky smile suggested she was in on the scheme—she’d have to be, given she organized the carriages—Nathan gave in. He boarded the central carriage, and the rest piled in.

Once inside, the Twins stared at him. They looked around, as if in surprise. When the carriages started moving, they gave off an aura of utter confusion.

“Uh, shouldn’t you have stopped us? Attached a leash and tied us up somewhere and told us that you’ll be back, then never return?” Maura said.

“Would you do that?” Nathan said, suspecting they were referring to something specific.

They usually were when they made strange comments like this that he couldn’t quite place.

“Hell no. Bad memories, though. Definitely don’t regret murdering Dad.” She scowled, although her words caused Fei’s jaw to drop. “But really, you’re letting us come with you?”

“Word is already spreading about you. If I don’t introduce you to my allies on my own terms, they’ll grow suspicious,” Nathan explained. “I need you to act the part of tamed Messengers.”

“Tamed. Right.” Laura nodded. “So we’ll suck your cock in front of this archduke?”

“Pretty sure he wants the exact opposite, sis,” Maura drawled. “Don’t tell me you want us to cover up?”

“You’re already wearing dresses. That’s fine,” he replied. “If you wore Kadria’s outfit…”

The Twins grinned. In an instant, their dresses vanished, and almost every inch of their luscious bronze skin was on display. Thin strips of cloth covered their nether regions and nipples, bound so tightly that Nathan expected them to burst at any second.

Fei growled at them. “Those aren’t clothes.”

“Oh, I thought you’d like these, kitty?” Maura said. “You should try wearing nice stuff like this in bed for him. He fucking loves this stuff. Trust me. I can see his lust right now, even if he’s pretty good at keeping the blood out of his crotch.”

“If I couldn’t, I’d be a chronic sufferer of anemia,” Nathan said drily.

The Twins tilted their heads.

“Oh. Oh!” Laura said, slapping one fist into an open palm. “Because you’re surrounded by hot chicks. If that’s what you’re worried about, we can solve the problem like we solved your size issue.”

“Please no.”

Narime still teased him about his magically enhanced penis size. If the Twins did something to make him hard all the time, he didn’t want to imagine the problems he’d have. Not to mention that his Champions would use it as an excuse to have even more sex with him.

The Twins fit in better than they expected when it came to horniness, after all.

After traveling for close to an hour, Nathan called the convoy to an abrupt stop.

Outside, they saw little other than the large highway west, plus fields and the nearby mountaintops. A fort sat in the distance.

“Uh, strangest estate I’ve ever seen. Does this archduke practice asceticism?” Maura said.

Fei tilted her head and her ears and tail drooped in confusion. Even Laura stared at her sister.

“Asceticism is a religious practice about seclusion and denial of indulgence and wealth,” Nathan explained. “Many priests of the goddess follow it, as they believe they shouldn’t enjoy a life of pleasure while the goddess isn’t among us.” He raised an eyebrow at Maura. “I didn’t expect you to even know the word.”

“Gotta lift my game when it comes to jokes. You’re sharp, so if I just keep making dick jokes, you’ll get bored eventually,” she said.

“Yes, because I keep you around for your amazing sense of humor.”

“It’s one of my many amazing assets.” Maura winked and pressed her breasts together for effect.

Shaking his head, Nathan addressed the topic head-on. “This isn’t the meeting place. Give me a moment.”

The escorting knights appeared confused, so he told them to stand guard. Then he cast multiple protective barriers around them to prevent eavesdropping. Couldn’t be too careful these days.

“The estate is nearly two day’s travel away,” Nathan said, facing the Twins. “Can you teleport us there?”

Maura screwed up her face for a second. “What would the goat say right now… Something like ‘I just called you sharp, but you think I can teleport across the planet? If I could do that, you’d be my slave by now.’” She grinned at him. “We’d have swiped a binding stone the moment you stopped paying attention to us if we could.”

Fei sighed in relief. “So we’re getting back in the carriage?” she suggested.

“No, no, kitty. Nathan can probably teleport us.”

He blinked. “The hell I can. I’ve spent most of the last year focused on mental magic.”

“Your spatial wards are strong enough that I bet even the little goat can’t easily break them, and she’s good enough at spatial magic even I’ll admit it.” Maura scowled. “The fact she snuck you in here without the boss’s permission is proof of that.”

“Stay focused. How does that help me? I can teleport short distances, but transporting multiple carriages 50 miles is too much.”

“Is the estate on a leyline?” Maura asked.

He nodded.

“It’s a cinch, then. You’re not compressing space or anything. Instead, you shift our location along the leyline. You shouldn’t even need to worry about all the nasty stuff like rotational momentum and relative velocities,” she said.

Sometimes, Nathan realized that Maura wasn’t quite as stupid as she appeared to be. Did the Twins enjoy acting like fools, or did they merely lack judgment? Because whenever Maura seriously tried to teach Nathan about magic, she revealed a depth of intelligence that she seemed to loathe displaying.

“I’ll just imagine myself in another place on Doumahr and we’ll reappear there,” he replied drily, failing to follow her explanation.

She clicked her tongue at him and poked him in the chest. “Don’t be an asshole. You’re actually fucking good at this shit. We can use spatial magic to cut shit up because we’re succubi—the boss transformed us, and it’s a racial specialty, like our mental magic. But you? You’re still human. And you lap up what I teach you so well that I can only imagine how good you are with your tongue.”

Fei giggled, her face reddening.

“I’m serious,” Maura said.

Laura nodded. “Yup. You’re way better than that fake goddess. With enough training, maybe you can replace her?”

Silence.

Fei looked at Nathan with wide eyes. “Should I call you god in bed? Sen jokes that we worship your cock.”

“Not now, Fei,” Nathan said. He pushed her head down and away, causing her to flail at him in annoyance. “Replace her? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly what I said. I don’t know all the details, but I do know the bitch wasn’t always here. The goat definitely knows, as she’s been mopping up this mess for the boss for ages. We followed her here.” Maura shrugged. “She’s some sort of extra-dimensional being, like us.”

“Like a Messenger?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “I’ve never met her in person. We’ve never invaded a version of the world where she’s been active. Koji, Kadria, us, or Beatrice usually destroy everything.”

“Koji? Beatrice?” Fei asked.

“Koji is Thanatos,” Nathan said. “Who’s Beatrice?”

“The succubus who invaded Arcadia in your world,” Laura said. “She gets off on starting rebellions, overthrowing monarchies, and having orgies in throne rooms. Unlike us, she doesn’t have a fixed appearance.”

“Feel proud, kitty. You fucking murdered her ass in Nathan’s world.” Maura grinned.

Nathan grimaced. “You really make it sound like everything repeats itself, over and over. Thanatos couldn’t believe how different everything was. The goddess never reappears. The same Messengers end the world. You all know each other, even. If one thing doesn’t cause a collapse, then something else does. What does it take to truly break the cycle?”

“I dunno. Maybe a guy who tamed a pair of Messengers, is working with another Messenger, defeated another, and is currently flipping the chessboard so hard that both our boss and the goddess are working against you?” Maura leaned back, hands crossed behind her head. “Don’t sweat it. If anything will break the cycle, it’ll be you.”

How far had Nathan fallen that he needed words of encouragement from succubi?

“Back to the point, you can definitely teleport us.” Maura wrapped herself around him, and he suddenly felt her mental presence against his mind.

She was gentle, however. If she pushed any harder, his defenses would trigger.

Fei still puffed up her cheeks in jealousy.

“You can feel the leyline, right?” Maura whispered in his ear, her hot breath washing over him and her warmth seeping into his body. “Sense the magic at the destination. It feels close, doesn’t it?”

He followed her instructions. His mind lit up in surprise.

“It does,” he said. “But that energy is miles away.”

“Here, sure. But the leylines don’t exist physically. They’re just energy in a different plane. By focusing only on nearby energy, you’re restricting yourself because of your physical perception.” Maura ran her fingers over his temples. “All magic is mental. You can feel your mental connections no matter how far away, right? This is the same. Magical connections are way shorter than physical ones. How do you think gateways work?”

Nathan gulped.

For a succubus who supposedly couldn’t teleport long distances, Maura knew a lot about how it worked.

Despite his concerns, he focused himself on the task.

The idea she was suggesting seemed simple enough. It merely required a change in mindset.

When Nathan used his spatial magic currently, he tried to compress or shift physical space. It required enormous amounts of power. Even after months of practice, he still couldn’t match Narime’s long-distance teleportation ability despite supposedly being superior at ascended magic.

However, Maura suggested that he compress magical space instead. The distance he felt over the leyline was tiny. So small that it felt like he was summoning magic from a stone’s throw away.

“I still need to shift us into a different plane to do this,” he said. “Won’t that convert us all into energy?”

“You are energy,” Maura said. “Plus, that’s what gateways do. The little goat did it to you when she brought you here, although that was different because she literally put you in somebody else’s body.”

He stared at her.

Oh. That explained a lot about the sensation of walking through gateways. When Kadria had shifted him here, he had felt himself be disintegrated.

“If it’s like a gateway, I guess I understand the principles, then,” he muttered.

“I can do the transfer if you do the spatial magic,” Maura suggested. “Even if it’s supposed to be a racial specialty of ours, we suck at teleportation. But magical manipulation is something we’re personally good at, even if Koji is better. So?”

“Please.”

After an hour of practice and dry runs of the spells, Nathan felt ready to give the spell a try. Unlike his usual spellcasting, he didn’t rely on spell frames around his hands, however.

Instead, he drew up a ritual spell frame on the ground, shaped like a hexagon. Everyone except the Twins piled into or onto the carriages.

As he cast the spell, the Twins stood nearby, darkness coating their arms as they followed along with a different ritual. Their minds hovered around his in his mental world, monitoring his actions closely so they didn’t get the timing wrong.

The hexagon glowed gold. At the exact same time, the Twins activated their own spell.

The world vanished in a flash of white. Nathan maintained his focus, ignoring the panic his failing senses tried to feed his brain. If he messed up the spell, then who knows where they might end up.

Or how many pieces they might be sliced up into.

An eternity later, which really was instantaneous, Nathan blinked away the lights in his vision.

He stood outside an old castle. The carriages sat nearby, with all of their passengers intact. Even the Twins appeared to be fine.

“See? Told you that you were great at this.” Maura slapped him on the back. “And you doubted me.”

“I saw my life flash before my eyes,” he drawled.

“That was just your body discombobulating and recombobulating.”

Fascinating.

“If you know how this works, why can’t you do it?” he asked.

“One fuckup and we’re dead. You remember when we attacked you and sis got mad?” Maura jabbed a thumb at Laura. “When she tried to tear apart your wall with spatial magic, I nearly puked my guts out trying to find a safe timeline. But when we teleport, one of us does the planar shift, and another the teleport. Nobody can cast the failsafe. So one mistake and poof.”

That made some sense, he supposed. Especially with the way she kept talking up his abilities.

Which was becoming increasingly common. For a succubus who had been forced into his service, Maura was a very willing servant. Nathan refused to lower his guard around her.

For that reason, he hid the exhaustion the teleportation had caused.

Because holy shit, he felt like he had cast a dozen spells back-to-back while running a marathon. His nerves burned, his muscles ached, and only years of experience running on empty allowed him to think normally.

Fei leaped out from her carriage and trotted over to him. Her ears twitched as she approached. As he ruffled her hair and the tufted fur over her ears, she smoothly wrapped her arms around him and pressed herself against his body.

Crafty girl. Too observant for her own good.

Soldiers spilled out from the nearby castle, which was hardly a surprise.

“We got here a little early, haha,” Fei said with a lopsided smile.

This castle resided close to the southern-most border of Trafaumh, but it was a relic of the past. Lichen, moss, and vines covered its high walls and the keep. The nearby road saw little maintenance and was little more than a dirt track with a ditch for drainage.

Farms stretched out as far as Nathan saw. Farmers were out planting what few winter crops they dared to risk, given how bad last year’s chill had been.

“Should the castle look so abandoned?” Fei asked Nathan. “Except for the soldiers, it looks like nobody is here.”

“There’s no binding stone here, and there are better sites for logistics and mustering,” he explained. “I imagine the castle was built during the height of the Empire, when Trafaumh was a province and the lord needed a place to oversee the region.”

“So why’s it been done up? I can feel the magic in the place from here. There’s one of those crappy forcefields here. I love harvesting the fear of people when we knock those fuckers out,” Maura said.

Nathan shot her a dark look and pointed at the pristine mage tower next to the keep. “The mage maintains it, for one thing. There’s a cairn here, as we’re on a leyline. Second, it’s far enough from a binding stone that Archduke von Milgar feels safe enough to recuperate here.”

“Yeah, because Bastions totally can’t kill him if they’re a few miles away from their binding stones.”

He ignored her.

The soldiers had reached his knights, and waited expectantly for Nathan to show himself. They saluted as he approached. Few people in the Empire didn’t recognize him these days.

“Lord Nathan, His Grace and Her Imperial Highness are inside and ready to see you when you are ready. The castle’s chamberlain can situate you if you instead desire to find accommodations,” the captain of the guards said, his armor and regalia gleaming in the afternoon sun.

Her Imperial Highness? What was Alice doing here?

“That won’t be necessary. Let’s head inside. There’s a war on, and I imagine we’ll all be happier the sooner we end it,” Nathan said, gesturing to the gates.

“Yes, milord!” the captain said.

He pivoted and bellowed orders to the rest of the guards, who escorted Nathan and his knights into the castle proper. Their carriages joined several others, although Nathan noticed that none wore royal emblems. Alice had at least kept a low profile when she traveled.

As he had said, Nathan made a beeline for the meeting room. Functionaries, attendants, and at least one young mystic fox vied for his attention, but he had business to conduct.

The extravagant parlor he entered was guarded by no fewer than two Champions and a dozen royal knights, although their regalia differed slightly from those in Aleich. The archdukes were royalty, but each one had their own detachment of royal knights dedicated to their protection.

Inside sat three men and a single woman. An additional woman stood nearby, hovering over one of the men. All of them were very familiar to Nathan.

But one of them drew his attention immediately.

A wiry old man with closely cropped white hair sat in a plush purple chair. He wore a simple white robe and had shackles around his legs and arms, but chained loosely enough that he could drink and eat.

The old man looked up at Nathan as he entered, and a powerful fire entered his eyes.

High Lord Torneus.

“On the night that you captured me in Tartus, I warned you about the schemes you were trapped within. I had hopes that you might succeed where I failed.” Torneus smiled triumphantly and lifted the glass of brandy in his hand. “You’ve succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. I feel I was right to call you a puppet master.”


Chapter 5




“So damn dramatic. I can’t believe you didn’t deliver his head to the Spires, Nathan,” another of the room’s occupants said, a dark elf.

Torneus rolled his eyes. “You’re hardly one to talk. That ridiculous Council you sit on is all about theater.”

“Gentlemen, let’s at least allow Nathan to pour a drink before we fill his ears with complaining,” the third man said, this one bearing a thin mustache and a gaunt, elderly face.

Nathan recognized the three men in the room, although one only in passing.

Torneus had been one of his oldest enemies, but had spent the past two years locked up in a cell in the Aurelian Spires. Nathan had deposed him from his position in the Amica Federation when he invaded it and annexed it for the Empire.

The lanky dark elf sitting cross-legged in his chair was Dmitri. Countless piercings showed on his skin, although he covered many of them up given he was visiting humans. He sat on the Council of Aurelia, which governed the Spires and had never left them in Nathan’s memory.

Finally, the old man was Archduke von Milgar, who often insisted on being called Hans. He wore thick black woolen clothes with his family emblem woven into it among protective runes. Despite his advanced age, he held himself proudly and had visible muscles beneath his clothes.

Anna generally dealt with Milgar, and Nathan preferred to minimize his dealings with the man. But right now, the archduke was the most powerful supporter they had in the Empire. The other archdukes were trying to overthrow the Emperor.

“I wanted to ask about someone before I poured a drink,” Nathan said, his eyes boring into the fourth guest.

Princess Alice smiled up at him from her seat, a cup of black coffee between her hands. Thick golden tresses of hair billowed behind her chair. Her lacy black dress accentuated her curvy figure and its gold trim drew Nathan’s eye to her modest bust.

A hand waved in front of her cleavage, and Alice fluttered teasing fingers at him. “It’s nice to see you too, Nathan.”

“I thought you were in Aleich.”

“There’s an active gateway in Grandpa’s territory. Uncle Leopold has shut down all the gateways that we know of, but we kept one active, just in case.” Her smile turned brittle. “Using it to slip out and meet you and Grandpa isn’t what we intended to use it for, but it’s certainly better than the intended use.”

Which was to allow Alice and others to evacuate Aleich if it fell, Nathan surmised. Leopold was the Emperor’s right hand. There wasn’t a chance in hell that he’d allow the princess to be trapped in the capital if he could help it, even if their goal was to hold it during the civil war.

“It’s far safer out here, anyway,” Milgar grumbled. “That old fool should have come with you. Blind idiot is wasting away in a burning city, when he needs to stay holed up in the palace, out of sight.”

“His Majesty’s presence is a symbol of hope for many defenders,” Alice said primly. “Just like your survival, Grandpa. If word leaked from the palace that he had left, chaos would reign.”

“Perhaps. Things will be worse if an assassin slips in.”

“I doubt Maylis will allow that to happen,” Nathan said. “In any case, we’re here to discuss our strategy to relieve Aleich and calm the Amica Duchies. Questioning Emperor Gorthal’s decisions is a little beyond us.”

“The Amica Duchies,” Torneus repeated, his tone loaded with his distaste for the term. “The Empire truly did take ownership of everything, didn’t it?”

“Given the entire region is burning with the fires of rebellion and most of your former compatriots are dead, I don’t think ownership is the right word,” Dmitri said with a sardonic smile.

“Gentlemen,” Milgar repeated. “Nathan, pour a drink, introduce your… companions.” His eyes wandered over the Twins in particular. “And then we shall get down to business.”

Before Nathan did so, there was one other person in the room. A dark elf woman stood behind Torneus. A figure-hugging set of dark armor with a violet cape ensured Nathan saw plenty of her luscious skin and dark thighs. Her white hair was tied back in a ponytail. She carried no weapons, but the three opals in her collarbone made it clear she didn’t need them.

A pair of piercing green eyes stared at Nathan and had since he entered the room. Her name was Astra, and she was Nathan’s only trigem Champion.

“I thought you were recovering from a hangover today?” he asked her as he stepped over to the nearby table of drinks.

“Trivial,” she said.

“Shouldn’t you have joined the call? I thought you brought Dmitri and Torneus here last night.”

She shrugged, but avoided his eyes.

Dmitri chuckled and interrupted. “You’re asking the wrong dark elf, Nathan. There’s another Champion curled up in a ball, moaning and bitching about her headache. What kind of friend would Astra be if she abandoned someone in dire need?”

“Dire need of having a bucket of water poured over her head,” Nathan said. “How much did you and Nurevia drink, Astra?”

“Three.”

“Drinks?” Fei asked. “That’s not much.”

“Bottles of vodka, I bet,” Nathan said.

Astra nodded. “Straight.”

Poor Nurevia. She was Nathan’s other dark elf Champion, and had a lust for punishment.

“It was amazing,” Dmitri said. “Although I heard a few things that I’m pretty sure I need to take to my grave.”

Nathan froze mid-pour, then caught himself and saved his coffee. “You seem fine.”

“I’m not dumb enough to drink straight vodka with a trigem Champion. Fortunately, I’m also not dumb enough to repeat some of the things Nurevia said. Your secrets are safe with me.” The dark elf councillor winked at Nathan.

“If it’s just sex talk, I can live with it,” Nathan said.

“I shall take that as the opportunity to change the topic, and ask about them,” Milgar said, interrupting with a deep cough and pointing at the Twins.

After nodding, Nathan took a seat. Fei poured an awfully tall glass of expensive cognac—the catgirl loved amber spirits, and had a knack for drinking anything that Nathan didn’t hide in Gharrick Pass. She pulled up a less impressive chair and sat behind Nathan.

For whatever reason, the Twins ignored the drinks. They leaned on top of the upholstery of Nathan’s chair, as if decorating it from either side.

“Messengers,” Dmitri said with narrow eyes.

“Yes,” Nathan said. “These are Maura and Laura, and we call them the Twins. They’re bound to me by both contract and magical links like Champions. You already know from the reports of the Spire invasion that I used them to fend off Thanatos, the Messenger who invaded you.”

“I do. It’s difficult to believe that Messengers can fight for a Bastion, however. They are Omria’s enemies,” the dark elf said.

“They are Doumahr’s enemies,” Torneus corrected. “Let us not forget that a Messenger destroyed the Kurai Peninsula. What happens if they slip your chains, Nathan? Will the Empire become a second Kurai?”

“It’s already come close,” Nathan said, “but not due to them.”

Eyes bulged and hisses of breath greeted his announcement.

“Explain,” Milgar said after taking a deep gulp of his dark ale.

Maura interrupted, “There’s been stacks of other Messengers trying to blow up the place, old man. You—”

“Maura, shut up,” Nathan said without looking at her.

She glared at him while Laura giggled.

“She is right, however,” he said. “Kurai was invaded twenty years ago. We’ve had four Messenger invasions in the past two years, three of which took place in the last two weeks.”

“Fuck,” Dmitri said.

Torneus and Milgar closed their eyes.

Alice frowned. “Where? The Twins attacked while I visited you during negotiations with the Federation. And Thanatos invaded the Spires. What were the other two?”

“These two were the ones who harmed Leopold?” Milgar uttered in surprise. He fell quiet at Alice’s sharp look.

Nathan repeated what he knew about the other invasions. One in the Empire, and another in Arcadia. Both repelled.

“Well, I guess this is mostly good news, then. And it explains a lot of what we argued about yesterday,” Dmitri said. “How does that justify you using an enemy of Omria as an ally?”

“A weapon, not an ally,” Nathan corrected.

Reality was different, but telling the truth had no advantage here. Alice knew better, but had agreed that lying to her grandfather had far more advantages than being too honest.

“And it justifies it because if we fail to repel a Messenger in the portal, then we won’t have a country to protect. Enemies, allies, and faith don’t mean much if Doumahr is a wasteland,” Nathan said. “If we let a Messenger gain a foothold on Doumahr, then you already know how much effort is required to oust them.”

Grim expressions rose on the other three men in the room. Both Torneus and Milgar remembered the fall of Kurai vividly, and even Dmitri had been around, if not on the Council.

“What if something happens to you?” Torneus asked. “Because they seem to have a foothold right now.”

“Holy judgment rains down on us and we go boom,” Maura said.

“Maura,” Nathan growled.

“Oh, fuck off, can’t I say anything?” she grumbled.

“She’s got a foul mouth, doesn’t she?” Dmitri said.

“Oh, wouldn’t you like—”

Nathan’s hand glowed and he hit her with a blast of mental magic. A light one, by Maura’s standards.

Despite that, she collapsed to the ground. Nathan resisted the urge to rub his temples. He half expected her to start twitching dramatically.

“That’s a little more serious than I expected from you,” Dmitri said, choosing his words carefully.

“Bastions are trained to use such techniques to control their Champions,” Milgar said. He stroked his chin. “I didn’t believe you used them yourself.”

“I don’t. Not usually. But controlling a Messenger is very different to a Champion. Fei and Astra don’t harbor a desire to destroy the world. They’re trusted defenders of the Empire. The Twins aren’t,” Nathan said.

Nods all around. Nathan hoped this won them over, at least enough to convince them not to doubt him.

“If you’re satisfied that I have them under control, can we talk business?” Nathan asked.

“You are the Bastion of Omria and in possession of secrets that even we don’t know of,” Milgar said. “If I didn’t trust you, then we wouldn’t be in the same room. Especially not after being poisoned so recently.”

“And now you’re poisoning yourself,” Alice said, shooting a dark look at the beer in her grandfather’s hands.

“You’ll drag my ale from my cold, dead hands, dear,” he replied with a doting smile. “But yes, I am well enough to drink. The healing foxes still poke and prod at me, but I’m wise enough to know that they’re protecting their patch now.”

“Narime sent them here to help you specifically,” Alice said. “You don’t need to be so cynical.”

Milgar snorted. “I’m one of the most powerful men in the Empire, and they’re representatives of a race with minimal territory. It’s not cynicism, it’s reality.”

Realizing that their role in the discussion was over, the Twins decided to cease being decorations. They slinked away and poured beers, before summoning a pair of their strange lounge chairs in a corner.

Several pairs of eyes followed them.

“What kind of magic was that?” Dmitri asked. “I didn’t recognize the element or even see a spell frame.

Nathan grimaced. The Twins’ casual usage of ascended magic was bound to cause trouble, especially around races far better versed in magic than humans.

Alice’s eyes bored into him. She had some level of magical training, but he had never followed up on how much. Evidently, she knew something was up.

“Ascended magic,” Nathan said. “Matter alteration, specifically. They’re condensing and shaping magical energy into physical objects. Messengers don’t use spell frames, at least not from my experience.”

“Given you’ve been a Bastion for under three years, you speak with far too much confidence in the topic,” Torneus said. “Even the former Guardians from Kurai knew little about ascended magic and Messengers.”

“There’s a reason Seraph is happy to work for me, Torneus,” Nathan said drily. “Leave the Bastion secrets to me. You’ll have other things to worry about soon enough.”

“Indeed,” Milgar said. “We gain little to probe into matters covered by Nathan’s oath to Omria. We have a civil war to deal with.”

Nathan wished he could wipe sweat from his brow. He felt as though he flew too close to the sun with the Twins and the topic of ascended magic. The civil war was a far more comfortable topic.

“Broadly speaking, we have two main problems: Aleich, and Amica,” Nathan said. “So long as Amica isn’t handled, we can’t focus entirely on Aleich. But if we lose the capital, everything is meaningless. The entire civil war revolves around the legitimacy of the Emperor—if the Nationalists seize the palace, then they’ll claim victory and crown their own emperor.”

“They’ll need Omria’s blessing to have true legitimacy,” Milgar said gruffly. “With this prophet floating around, shouting your praises from the rooftops, we can probably survive losing Aleich.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Alice said. “We’re not losing my home.”

“Agreed,” Nathan said.

“That’s a nice sentiment. Where’s your army to back it up?” Dmitri asked. “I’d love to lend you one but—oh wait, we already have.” He laughed. “Truthfully, the Spires are a hot mess. I’m thankful that you’ve lent us Astra and Nurevia to keep things under control. There’s never been an outsider held in high regard like you, Nathan. It’s why I can visit you in person, instead of sending an envoy.”

“But you can’t send extra soldiers because the Spires are fragile,” Nathan said. “Don’t worry. I also need you to keep the portals under control, especially as I’ll need Astra back.”

“His question is correct, though. We need more than words to solve this problem,” Milgar said.

Alice and Nathan looked at each other. He gestured for her to take the lead.

“Nathan and I have discussed this,” Alice said. “If we hold Aleich and crush the approaching armies, then I can likely convince many of the defeated nobles to back us. Then I’ll have greater legitimacy as…” She licked her lips but trailed off.

“As empress,” Nathan finished. “We shatter the Nationalists armies at Aleich, convince many of the nobles to surrender before Falmir or Trafaumh invade, and then hold a Diet session where a new constitution is ratified, Gorthal steps down, and Alice takes his place.”

“Bold.” Milgar drained his ale.

Before he could rise to pour another, Fei appeared with one. The archduke gave the catgirl a considering gaze, but eventually accepted the drink with a quiet “thanks”.

“And Amica?” Torneus asked.

Dmitri spoke over him. “Let’s talk about this prophet.”

Torneus glared at the dark elf, but he had no power here.

“She’s my former Champion,” Nathan admitted. “I can still feel a connection to her, although she’s not drawing on my power anymore.”

In truth, Nathan had walled himself off completely from Fyre. The Twins helped him construct powerful mental barriers. The connection had become unbreakable, so he did his best to prevent Fyre from using it against him.

If he had to compare the mental tether connecting him to Fyre, he’d refer to the one in Astra’s mind. The dark elf trigem had a tether that connected one of her gems to Kadria’s boss, and it made her effectively immortal.

Did that make Fyre a puppet of the extra-dimensional invader behind this? Nathan didn’t know. He doubted everything about Omria these days.

“Assessing her genuineness as the prophet will be a matter for the priests,” Milgar said. “Her power appears to be genuine and the people believe. Even the Order of Trafaumh is shaken. I’m certain they’ve snuck in a delegation while we’ve been busy.”

“How devious of them, sneaking in diplomats during a war. Can’t have that,” Dmitri said.

“You wanted to talk about her. What specifically?” Nathan asked.

“You don’t like her,” the dark elf said.

He grimaced. “It’s difficult to believe that one of my Champions is now a prophet of the goddess. More specifically, she’s been scheming for years and has her own agenda.”

“Of course she does,” Torneus scoffed. “From what I’ve heard, she’s a beastkin from the Federation. I doubt you understand how to handle the fury she’s drawing on, or the change she wants to brand into your empire.”

“If you knew how volatile the beastkin were, why not do something sooner?” Nathan asked. “Weren’t you High Lord Torneus, the puppet master of the Federation?”

“As the true puppet master of the room, please elucidate how you convince a bunch of wealthy and powerful regents to change laws that will weaken their positions, when they think everything is fine as is.” Torneus sneered. “The civil war you’re fighting started burning over forty years ago. Gorthal removed the last vestiges of beastkin slavery, and his nobles never forgave him for it.”

“And now we’ll end what he started,” Milgar declared.

“No, now armies of unrelated people will slaughter each other for reasons they barely understand,” Torneus said.

“How moral of you. Didn’t you start a war with the Empire?” Nathan said.

“In response to the same problem. Everything comes back to Gorthal. He brought the Empire back from the brink of irrelevance, but stoked nationalism, warmongering, and anger in the process. Look at this room.” Torneus gestured around him. “Powerful nobles from different nations in one place, but all acting on behalf of the Empire. You’re swallowing up Doumahr again.”

“Former noble,” Dmitri corrected. “You’re still in chains.”

Torneus rolled his eyes.

“I have something I want to know about the prophet,” Milgar said, changing the topic. “If you’re going to change the constitution and crown a new empress, do you plan to use her to justify it?”

Nathan opened his mouth to refuse.

Alice beat him to it. “Yes.”

He looked at her.

“Nathan, we’re not turning down a prophet of Omria because you find her unsettling,” she said, glaring at him.

“Unsettling?” Milgar asked.

Maura called out from a corner of the room, “The horsegirl wants to fuck him.”

Nathan gave her a mental slap, and Maura swore at him.

“Uhhhhh,” Dmitri said. “Seriously?”

“Perhaps that was one of her mortal desires. It’s not unusual for a young Champion,” Milgar said diplomatically.

Based on what Sunstorm said, Fyre hadn’t given up on Nathan since gaining her golden wings.

“Let’s move on,” Nathan said.

“Agreed. Amica,” Torneus said. “I assume that’s why I’m here. What’s left of it?”

“Anna’s, George’s, and Terrius’s duchies are all intact,” Nathan explained. “That means everything west of the Amica river is stable. Ilmarn is also holding out, as are the fortresses along the Houkeem Desert.”

“So the central provinces are rebelling,” the former High Lord summarized.

“Everywhere is rebelling. We’ve just put down most of it.”

“But the regents are dead?”

Nathan shrugged. “The rebels aren’t a single coherent cause. Many nobles tried to seize power or support the nationalists. Commoners attacked nobles in anger. Beastkin rose up in genuine rebellion, but are now doing so in a semi-religious way. A lot of groups are trying to re-establish either the Federation or their old nations.”

“Pointless,” Torneus spat. “At least most of the useless regents are dealt with. So, why haven’t you crushed them all?”

“Because slaughtering so many is an awful idea,” Alice interjected, glaring at him.

“I also want a region that can be ruled afterward. Killing everyone won’t fix the problems. The survivors will hold grudges. Didn’t you just lecture us about how Gorthal caused everything decades ago?” Nathan said.

Torneus leaned back and bit his lip. No biting retorts or pithy remarks escaped him.

“Care to explain why you asked the Council to release him into your custody?” Dmitri asked.

“For one, we know he’s innocent now. Sureev has taken the fall for everything else. Pin the cascade on him,” Nathan said, still watching Torneus closely.

“Innocent?” Dmitri said, mirth audible in his voice.

“Close enough,” Nathan corrected. “What I want you to do, Torneus, is help Anna restore order. Without killing everybody and creating a problem that will need solving with another civil war in forty years. You say that you hated working with annoying nobles? Well, now you’ll have far more power under Anna.”

“Except that I’ll be under the woman who took my city off me,” Torneus said.

“I took Tartus off you.”

“True.” The old man leaned back. “Do you remember what I told you my one regret in life was?”

Nathan nodded.

“Then I accept. Consider this a very special favor.”

“He just got you out of prison and away from a death sentence, and you’re the one doing him a favor?” Dmitri asked.

“Entitled,” Astra muttered from behind Torneus, finally breaking her silence.

“No, I get it,” Nathan said. “Just remember that this is the Empire now. If you want to make Tartus shine, then do it as an Imperial subject.”

Torneus let out a harrumph.

“This was your strategy?” Milgar asked.

“Part of it,” Nathan admitted. “The Amica Duchies don’t need manpower or Champions. They need planning and political expertise. Aleich needs force. Everybody gets what they want, and I can muster my armies for the march west. I’ll leave behind Champions to defend my portals and support Torneus.”

Of course, Nathan still needed to run his plan past Anna. There was also a redheaded sorceress defending the eastern front that he needed to give a long-awaited gift to.

The return of Torneus would be a fun surprise for both of them.


Chapter 6




Afew hours later, Nathan prepared to return to Castle Forselburg. The last rays of sunlight dyed the sky red while his knights prepared the carriages and kept an eye on Torneus.

Nathan stood nearby with Alice. His Champions had vanished at some point, presumably to drag Nurevia out.

At least, he hoped that was all they were doing. Fei had drunk a little too much during the meeting.

“You didn’t say much in the meeting,” Nathan said.

Alice bit her lip and tucked her arms behind her back. The pose gave her an almost juvenile appearance and reminded him of how young she truly was.

Despite all their preparations for a civil war and her maturity as princess, Alice was close to Nathan’s original age at this point in his timeline. Now that he was repeating history, he had a decade on her.

The same was true of many of his Champions. Fei, Ciana, Sen, and Sunstorm were all in their early twenties now. Their first years of adulthood had been almost unreasonably rough on them as Nathan pushed them to keep up with his plans. He counted himself fortunate that none of them resented him.

“The meeting was a little intense,” Alice eventually said. “I’m not used to dealing with Grandpa so officially. Plus, High Lord Torneus and Councilor Dmitri? Such a meeting has never occurred before. I worry that I might say the wrong thing and lose support.”

Nathan held back a frown. “You’re usually confident in those situations. It’s… part of what I like about you.”

She giggled. “I’m glad, but it takes a lot of energy to keep it up. Right now, I’m just…” Alice leaned into Nathan. “I’m tired. Aleich is under martial law, the Empire is in open rebellion, and we’re planning to slaughter each other. I know it’s necessary, but I really wanted it to be over.”

“It will be soon.”

“I can rely on you for confidence at least.” She looked up at him and smiled brightly. Alice reached up and ran a hand along his jaw. “There are many things I want after this war. To see Grandpa—both of them—in peaceful situations. A long, relaxing soak without anything to worry about. And…”

Nathan slipped his arms around Alice. Her eyes widened almost imperceptibly and her breathing caught. She pursed her lips as he leaned down, their gazes meeting.

He kissed Alice. His arms pulled her against him and he felt her nipples harden through the thin fabric of her dress and his own shirt.

The kiss itself was almost chaste. Nathan refused to push too far with a princess, after all. He had missed his chance before, and felt as though the woman in his arms was a wisp formed of dreams.

When he pulled away, Alice snaked her arms around his neck. She pouted at him.

“Anna said your kisses were better than that,” Alice whined, her eyes twinkling with excitement. Her breath felt hot on Nathan’s face as she stood up on her tiptoes to reach him.

“There’s more where it came from,” he said.

Then he really kissed her. His tongue slipped inside her mouth, and she moaned. He felt the curves of her ass and the lean muscle she hid beneath her dresses. Her leg rubbed against his.

He broke away again. A pair of piercing green eyes stared into his from a foot away.

“Fuck! Astra,” Nathan nearly shouted in surprise, tightening his grip around Alice.

The princess squealed in surprise and straightened herself up. To no avail. Every knight in the clearing stared at them, many mid-step up carriages.

When Nathan glared at his soldiers, they swiftly returned to their duties. The rapid wagging of beastkin tails gave away their thoughts, however.

“Separate carriage?” Astra asked. The only reason Nathan knew she had asked a question was that slightly raised the intonation of her voice at the end of the sentence.

“Alice isn’t coming with us,” Nathan said.

“Unfortunately,” the princess muttered.

Astra nodded. “Stay the night?”

Alice perked up.

For an instant, Nathan nearly gave in. He knew exactly what she had in mind, after all.

“No,” he said. “I’m ahead of schedule. I don’t want to waste what little advantage we have. Tharban and the archdukes can move on Aleich any day, and we need to be in position to respond.”

“That’s true,” Alice said. “I’ll return to Aleich in the morning. I also wanted to update you on Maylis.”

Nathan frowned and looked around. Realizing the sensitivity of the discussion, he cast protective barriers around them.

“As always, these barriers are so far beyond anything I can understand,” she mumbled. “I thought I knew plenty about magic. Nathan, did you know I dreamed of becoming a Champion once?”

“Really?” Astra asked, her disapproval evident in her tone.

Nathan wisely kept silent.

“I trained as a spellblade, practiced magic, and hoped to find a Bastion willing to defy Leopold and my family. That’s…” She gulped and looked away. “That’s why I came to Gharrick Pass to begin with. I expected some grand adventure with the Bastion who invaded the Federation without even asking the Diet.”

“Instead I genuinely wanted peace,” he said, trying not to laugh.

She glared at him anyway. “Yes. Charlotte thought you might be some rash daredevil and that we’d be in huge danger. All you really wanted to do was force me to give pretty speeches and wear dresses.”

“You look nice in them.” He ran a hand through the gold lace trim of her dress. Alice gulped as his fingers traced the edge of her breasts.

“I started wearing them for you,” she mumbled. “I don’t have Charlotte’s bust, but you still look at me when I dress up. It’s nice.” Her cheeks reddened. “I’ll miss you.”

“Don’t bring up Charlotte. You don’t need to compare yourself to her,” Nathan said. “In any case, we can speak later over the mirrors.”

“Maybe, but I won’t get to feel your hands on my ass.” She shot him a sharp smile. “Good thing Grandpa’s not out here.”

Milgar would likely find out soon enough, given the number of people who saw. All the more reason for Nathan to make himself scarce.

“I’m sure that can be arranged later,” Nathan said.

Alice’s breath hitched. “Among other things, I hope?”

He caught her in another kiss. As he pulled away, her eyes lidded and she gazed up at him with slightly open lips.

“Among many other things. Now, what was this about Maylis?” he asked.

“Don’t count on her support for anything other than protecting the portal and the palace,” Alice warned. “She and Leopold have been arguing incessantly all week. Maylis wants nothing to do with the civil war, other than to protect Grandpa.”

“Gorthal, you mean?” Nathan clarified. Alice’s use of the same term for both of her grandfathers became confusing at times.

She nodded. “The worst part is that we’re struggling with the spymaster. He keeps to himself and operates through Maylis for security reasons, but…”

“If Maylis can’t be trusted, how do you know that the spymaster’s orders are being followed,” Nathan said. “Damn. That’s a problem we’ll need to deal with when we crown you, as well. Maylis controls the palace, which is similar to a binding stone. If she doesn’t accept you, we’ll be in huge trouble.”

“I’ll talk to Grandpa—sorry, Emperor Gorthal, about the process to transfer control of the palace to another Bastion. It’s a secret of emperors, but I know he’ll tell me now.”

Nathan nodded. He ran a hand through Alice’s hair and she leaned into him. “Stay safe, Alice. I’ll see you soon. Follow Leopold’s orders until I arrive in Aleich.”

“I will. Nathan…” She gulped. “I love you.”

He caught her in yet another kiss, aware that he was being closely watched. “I love you, too, Alice.”

Explaining this to Anna would be the interesting part, of course. She still insisted on marriage soon.

Then again, if he became the savior of the Empire, who was going to stop him from marrying both Alice and Anna?

A jealous horsegirl who thought she was the prophet of a goddess, maybe.

Within an hour, Nathan left with his group. Once a far enough distance from the castle, he stopped the carriages.

His Champions followed him out, along with the Twins. Torneus watched from the window of his carriage.

Nurevia nursed her head. Like Astra, she had the dark skin and pointed ears of her race. Her outfit showed far more skin, consisting of a black cloak, leather vest that barely covered her chest, and a pair of black hot pants. Her shoulder-length lavender hair shimmered in the twilight.

“What the hell is going on? Did I pass out?” she groaned.

“You can go back inside the carriage,” Nathan said. “I just need to cast a spell to get us back home.”

“Tired,” Astra said, glaring at him.

“I am, but I have enough power to do this. Plus, I’ll need the practice.”

“Yeah, yeah. All of you, back in the carriages. You can take turns riding him once we’re back in big, fluffy beds,” Maura said, waving her arms at the other Champions.

Fei ignored them. “I’m staying with Nathan.”

“Look, kitty, it’s easier if—”

“It’s fine,” Nathan said. “Astra, Nurevia, head back inside.” He ruffled Fei’s hair, and her tail batted against his leg in reply.

“Your funeral,” Maura growled.

As it turned out, it wasn’t. Part of Nathan wished it had been.

When he appeared outside Castle Forselburg, he slumped over Fei’s body. She squawked, then nearly screamed.

“Nathan!”

“’m fine,” he mumbled against her shoulder.

He felt gentle prodding at his mind and knew that the Twins were analyzing his mental state. How had they slipped past his defenses?

“He’s fine. No damage,” Laura said. She poked him in the side. “Bet he wants a massage, though.”

“Feel nauseous?” Maura asked.

“No. I want to sleep for a week,” he said.

The Twins nodded.

“That must be how your body bleeds off the mental stress. Ascended magic can fuck with you something fierce, because you’re using your mind to bend reality and you don’t have the binding stone to completely absorb the impact anymore,” Maura warned. “For us, it’s nausea, vomiting, migraines, and the like. No clue what the goat’s release is.”

“So Nathan’s tired because… he used his head too much?” Fei screwed up her face.

“I’m not going to pretend I understand how it works. This is something he should ask the goat later. But I do know that if you push yourself too far, your brain snaps. The magic fries your core and you’re dead.” Maura clapped her hands once for effect.

“Just like what Bastions do to Champions when they pump too much power into them,” Nathan realized. “It’s all the same magic and works on similar rules.”

“Yup. You can fry your own mind like a dumb little Champion if you’re not careful. That’s why you Bastions rely on your binding stones.” Maura smirked.

Earlier this year, in late winter, Nathan had used mental magic without a binding stone. He had saved Nurevia’s life in the process. But while doing so he had felt his body physically burning in the process, even as he dove into her mental core.

Had that been his mind warning him of the danger he had been in? That he had flown close to the sun and nearly burned his wings?

Fei carried him inside the castle. The knights clustered around Nathan, murmuring and chattering in concern. Their ears and tails collectively hung low.

Despite the Twins’ words, no sex took place that night. Fei and Narime cuddled up to him all night. When he awoke, he saw Astra and Nurevia sitting in chairs in the corner of his bedroom.

“Morning,” Astra said.

“Is that a greeting or a statement?” Nathan asked, peeling Narime and Fei off him.

They pressed themselves farther against him, and Narime’s silver tails batted him in the face. Both remained asleep.

Astra shrugged.

He rose and had a shower. Nurevia joined him partway. He didn’t complain about the sloppy blowjob she gave him, especially with how rough he could be with her. Slamming her head as hard as he could against his crotch was something he refused to do with the others, but Nurevia got off on it.

“Stay?” Astra asked him when he got outside.

“No. After I meet with Anna, I plan to gather everyone and head to Aleich,” he said. “Narime will remain here until we march west, as someone needs to run the place.”

The trigem nodded.

Fei awoke before he could leave, and Nathan found himself grooming her hair and tail. She had grown her black hair out significantly since joining him over two years ago, and he loved the feel of running his hands through it.

So did she, and especially when he touched her tail. The smell she filled the room with proved that.

Breakfast arrived at his room, and the wolfgirl knights who brought it hovered by his side for several seconds. Eventually, they let out soft whuffs of approval and left.

“Where’s my food?” Fei whined, staring at the normal servings of food that had been brought.

One of the knights turned and glowered at her captain. “I’m not carrying a butchered cow up here for you. Go to the dining hall.”

“I don’t eat a whole cow,” Fei protested.

“Half a cow is still a lot to carry,” Narime said, rubbing her eyes atop the bed.

Astra nodded. “Too much.”

“Like you can talk,” the catgirl said. “You drank so much that Nurevia nearly died.”

“I didn’t!” Nurevia said. “A bottle of vodka has nothing on slabs of meat. I still don’t know where you pack the stuff away.”

All eyes flew to Fei’s breasts. Nathan swore they were larger than they had been when he arrived in this world, which was impressive.

“Fiiiine,” Fei said. “I’ll go eat in the dining hall.”

Then she tried to drag Nathan with her, before being dragged out of the room herself by the wolfgirl knights.

Narime slipped on top of his desk after Fei left. “We’re heading to Tartus after this? I notified Anna about Torneus, but also of your condition. We can wait another day if you need it.”

“The entire reason I teleported back was to move faster. I’m not wasting a day on rest. I want to deliver Torneus and collect Ciana, Sunstorm, and Seraph,” he said between mouthfuls. “We’ll visit Vera as well.”

“It’s time?”

“I don’t know. What I do know is that I don’t have a choice. She needs the power of a binding stone, and the portal might be close to bursting,” he said. “Vera will be the primary grunt that Anna will have to deal with the rebels.”

“Unsafe,” Astra declared.

“Yeah, I don’t like it,” Nurevia said. “Whether or not the redhead bitch has helped you recently, she nearly sold you out to the Federation. Once she has the power she’s craved, what’s stopping her from turning on you?”

“Trust. Friendship. Familiarity,” Nathan rattled off.

“Uh huh. Isn’t she childhood friends with Anna, who she nearly sold into slavery to the Federation?” the dark elf grinned maliciously.

“Slavery of humans was illegal,” Narime said, but her tails laid low enough that Nathan paused.

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“The Spires enslave humans all the time and Arcadia allows trade in them. Illegal or not, you think a bunch of rich assholes wouldn’t ship a beautiful noble like Anna up north with a wagon full of gold, just so they can keep her as a slave?” Nurevia sneered. “Officially, it doesn’t happen. But…”

“Overlooked,” Astra said. “Bribery is common.”

Nathan kept his face impassive. “If I didn’t know about it, I can guarantee that Vera didn’t. In any case, she didn’t betray us.”

“Right. You’re really trusting her just like that?” Nurevia raised an eyebrow.

Narime nodded, then caught herself and looked away.

“Truthfully, no. The solution is far cruder, however. Vera has nowhere near enough power or experience to oppose me. If she’s dumb enough to turn on me, I can defeat her in a direct battle or steal the binding stone out from under her,” he said. “I butchered Theus. Whatever you might think of Vera, I hope you don’t think she’s genuinely stupid.”

Narime grimaced, but gave her approval. “This is what Seraph adores about you, Nathan. You speak such lovely, naïve words, and many would love to hear them. But the darkest corners of your mind always know how you can force your way. What would you do if one of us betrayed you?”

“I thought you didn’t want me to make death threats?” he said.

After a moment, she smiled back at him. “Perhaps I’ve changed my mind since you recruited me. It warms my heart to know that you won’t stand for betrayal.” The fox shot a look at Nurevia, who winced.

“Hey, he recruited me,” the dark elf protested.

“After sex,” Astra said. “You loved his huge dick.”

“Well yeah, he fucking ruined me for anyone else. When he finally fucks you, you’re going to admit it as well, and I’m going to enjoy watching your face contort in ecstasy every time he slams his cock into your womb.”

“I think we’ve deviated from the topic,” Nathan said.

If they kept this up, he knew well enough that either Narime or Nurevia would make a move. Neither cared about silly things such as public decency, and would happily have sex in front of the other Champions. Even those he wasn’t sleeping with.

Once breakfast was finished, they gathered in the main hall. A detachment of knights escorted Torneus, led by a dog beastkin with a single amethyst in her collar. His shackles had been removed, given how hard he would find it to escape from multiple Champions.

“My lord, you’re leaving so soon?” Kara asked, her dog tail wagging behind her.

Fei mouthed “my lord” and made mocking motions at Kara from behind Nathan’s back. Kara glared at her friend.

“Do you want to be punished, Fei?” Nathan asked.

She blinked at him, then grinned. “Oh? Like you punish Nurevia?”

“You wouldn’t like how he punishes me,” Nurevia drawled.

“If you taunt Kara again, I’ll force you to call me ‘my lord’ for the next week,” he said.

Fei’s ears drooped. “That’s… Awwww. I wanted something sexy.”

“I dunno, I like the idea,” Nurevia said. “I might try that on. Make sure you berate me any time I call you the wrong thing, Nathan.”

He glared at her deliberate attempt to make him insult her in public. She grinned back.

Instead, he refused to acknowledge her at all.

“Cold shoulder. Hmm. That gives me a better idea,” she mumbled.

Turning back to Kara, he addressed her, “I don’t expect to return, Kara. You’re in charge of defenses here, as well as regional patrols. I trust you. Fei does as well, when she’s not being petty.”

“I’m not being petty.”

“You’re being really petty,” Kara said.

Fei stuck her tongue out.

“Narime will still be in Castle Forselburg for a few days. Once she leaves, I need you to work directly with Anna. This is what you’ve trained for, from the academy until now,” he said.

Kara shook her head. “No, not since the academy. They rejected me once I graduated. You took me in, made me an officer and a Champion. I’m doing this for you, my lord. Not for the Empire, Omria, Duchess von Clair, or anyone else.”

She hesitated, and her dog ears twitched violently. Then she shot forward and wrapped her arms around Nathan.

For a moment, he expected her to try to kiss him. Many of his beastkin showed interest, but he turned them down.

He didn’t know Kara as well as most of his Champions. Would he refuse her?

His decision could wait. Kara merely hugged him.

“Thank you, Nathan,” she mumbled against his chest. “We’ll all be here when you get back. If you need anything from us in Aleich, we’ll come at your call.”

Then she pulled away and shouted, “Salute!”

Kara slapped her arm across her chest. Dozens of knights followed suit.

“May Omria guide and protect you, Lord Nathan!” the beastkin knights said, their voices echoing off the walls of the hall.

His farewell over, Nathan led his Champions and Torneus below, to the gateway. The Twins were nowhere to be seen.

“What happened to your pet Messengers?” Torneus asked. “Or were they repelled by such a sentimental scene?”

Nathan checked on them using his link. Right now, they appeared to be lazing around in their mental world.

“They don’t spend all their time in their material forms,” he said. “I don’t plan to take them to Aleich, anyway.”

“Really? You have such power and plan to let it go to waste?” Torneus said, taken aback.

“For one thing, think about the political problem. If I show up at Aleich with Messengers in tow, the Nationalists will use it against me. The second thing is that I don’t want to pollute the palace with them,” he lied.

The real reason was that the risk of the Twins stealing either the palace or Aleich’s binding stone was too high. Not to mention that he could summon them from his mental world at will.

Once in Tartus, they made a beeline for the palace. The last time he had been here, soldiers roamed the streets and kept it under martial law.

The soldiers remained, but life otherwise appeared normal. Markets operated, wagons rolled through the main thoroughfares, and people went about their day. Everyone made way for Nathan.

Many waved statues of Omria in the air as he passed, or recited blessings. Fyre’s words about him had given him the status of a religious hero.

At no point in his original world had anyone treated him like this. The highlight of his career had been after the fall of the Empire, when he had been a wunderkind Bastion who defeated a Messenger.

Later, as Doumahr collapsed and every major battle ended in countless casualties or the loss of swathes of the continent, Nathan’s name was cursed. If anybody waved a statue of Omria in his direction, it wasn’t for luck, it was to chase him away.

The palace’s security remained as heavy as ever. Heavily armored knights in enchanted armor saluted as he approached.

Then they saw Torneus and jaws dropped. At least one knight reached for their weapon.

“Halt!” Nathan bellowed.

The knights froze.

“He’s with me. Return to your duties,” he said.

As though his voice were lightning in their veins, the knights snapped bolt upright.

“Yes, my lord!”

Inside, retainers buzzed back and forth. Anna’s palace was the center of her operation.

Nathan’s eye was caught by a pair of guards standing beside a vaguely familiar middle-aged woman, her graying hair done up in buns.

Torneus froze when he saw her. Then she saw him and Nathan and approached.

“Helen,” Torneus said, his voice choked with emotion.

She stopped at the sound of Torneus’s voice. “Tell me, Torneus, what is your dream now?”

“To undo my greatest regret,” the old man replied.

Helen closed her eyes. Then she smiled at Nathan. “I still don’t think you were right that day. For many of us, our dreams are accomplished through others. We gain our happiness through others. But you were right that the world has a lot of dreams. The end of one has led to another. Thank you for everything.”

Nathan finally realized who she was.

When he had confronted Torneus, a small group of his attendants had confronted him. The only one brave enough to speak to Nathan had been a graying woman who had been utterly despondent over Torneus’s loss.

In his original world, he had never learned their names or identities. They barely mattered to him compared to Torneus. The reverse clearly wasn’t true.

“Helen, why are you here?” Torneus finally asked.

“Duchess von Clair requested my presence, but I didn’t know why. I assumed she wished to use me as a scapegoat for the recent problems. To think that it was the opposite.” Helen smiled. “There’s still hope for Tartus, after all.”

“You can catch up after we meet with Anna,” Nathan said. “It might take a while, so settle in somewhere.”

Helen left, and Torneus grimaced.

“I underestimated both you and Duchess von Clair,” Torneus said. “She put me in check before I even knew we were playing a game.”

“I don’t think Anna was being aggressive.”

“Sometimes compassion strikes as deeply as fury,” Torneus said. “Come. Let us hold this meeting. My hopes are higher than they’ve been for decades.”


Chapter 7




Anna’s office held the same appearance as always.

By which, Nathan meant that it still looked like a lounge. Huge black sofas dominated the room. A bulky wireless device replaced one of the coffee tables. A desk sat in the corner, piled high with paperwork that an aide attended to. Despite the modern furnishings, the room gave off a stuffy feeling due to its tiny windows and vaulted ceilings.

Anna sat on one of the sofas, glaring at a weathered map on top of the coffee table. A stained mug occupied her hand, but appeared to be empty.

Where Alice was the spitting image of a young princess, Anna’s appearance matched that of a dignified noblewoman who wanted to be the center of attention. Her dirty blonde curls ran down her back, contrasting strongly against the rich red dress she wore. Ruffles and frills ran along the slits of the dress, drawing attention away from her more modest bust while allowing Nathan to appreciate what was on show.

But before he reached her, another woman tackled him in a hug.

“Nathan,” Ciana said.

He winced and gently pushed her head to one side so that her unicorn horn wasn’t trying to capture his heart in the bloodiest way possible.

Ciana was a unicorn beastkin, a rare type of horsegirl that Nathan had only met one of in both of his lives. Her black and silver Champion’s uniform molded to her modest figure, with a hole cut out for two twinkling diamonds in her collarbone. Platinum-blonde hair ran down her back and parted over the horn sticking out of her forehead.

“You’re acting like you haven’t seen him for years,” Anna said, turning around at the sound of his name. “Is it that painful not seeing Nathan for two days?”

“Yes,” Ciana said, refusing to let go of him.

“Yup.” Fei nodded enthusiastically. She edged closer to Nathan, and he knew that if he didn’t take action, he’d be crushed under the weight of his Champions.

Now wasn’t the time for an orgy, so he gently pushed Ciana away. She pouted at him and he felt a pang of something along the mental link between them.

Unlike his other Champions, Ciana’s gems connected to him in a special way. Bastions supplied Champions with magical energy from the binding stone in order to fuel their gems. This allowed them to use their abilities, but her gems were known as sympathetic gems.

To put it simply, her gems drew on more than Nathan’s power. Nathan could use Ciana’s strength, and vice versa.

But feeling Ciana’s emotions was new. He waited for a few seconds, and the sensation left him.

Strange.

“Is something wrong?” she asked him, looking up at him with doe eyes.

He ruffled her hair, causing her blonde horse ears to droop and her silken horse tail to wag.

“It’s fine,” he said.

Anna rose and walked around the sofas. A small squeak escaped Ciana as Anna gently nudged her aside and took her place.

“No hair ruffling for me? You didn’t miss me?” she asked, her smirk provoking a reaction from him.

Nathan pulled her into his arms, but before he kissed her, he looked at the other Champions in the room. They smirked at him in turn.

“You’ll have to wait for your present,” he told Anna. “We have a meeting to hold.” He released her, ignoring her pouty glare. “I thought Seraph would be here.”

“I am here,” Seraph said, slinking in behind them. A pair of jade gems resided above her bountiful chest, and every step she took revealed long, olive curves through the slits in her red and black cheongsam.

She stopped at the entrance. “Hello, Torneus.”

“Seraph. You look well.” Torneus inclined his head.

“Extraordinarily well. I should thank you for introducing you to my beloved Bastion. We’ve formed a wonderful partnership. Conquered a country, defeated Messengers, and greatly enjoyed each other’s company.” Seraph showed her teeth. “But I imagine you already knew that.”

Not a single muscle twitched on Torneus’s face. “It’s of little matter to me. The wheel of the world continues to turn, and we find ourselves working together once more, if in different positions.”

“If it were my choice, I’d work you to the bone.” Seraph looked over at Anna and Nathan. “For the record, I approved of this decision when Nathan briefed me.”

“You told her, but not me?” Anna spluttered.

Nathan stepped over to the drinks table, but a familiar man blocked him. He had four red fox tails and wore a black suit.

“Your coffee, just as you like it,” Kuda said.

“Thanks,” Nathan said, then turned and gestured to the fox administrator. “This is precisely why I didn’t tell you. You’re busy, Anna. So busy that you’re chewing up Seraph’s and Kuda’s time, leaving Narime to protect the home front. Torneus is here to relieve you of some of that burden.”

“That’s a nice thought, Nathan, but remember to talk to me in advance next time,” she said. “Everything else has been planned and discussed between us. Sure, I’ll accept your experience most of the time, but don’t cut me out entirely.”

He nodded. “Sorry. Things moved fast and…” he trailed off. “No, I’m making excuses. I’ll keep you in the loop next time.”

“Damn right,” Anna said. “You owe me more than a kiss now. How about a ring? I hear you gave Alice one.”

“I did not.”

“Your knights seem to think it’s only a matter of time,” she teased.

His Champions nodded as one. Even Astra.

They probably leaked the information faster than the knights who accompanied him. While Fei and Nurevia weren’t spymasters, they knew a lot of people. The catgirl’s growing confidence and friendship with so many beastkin made her a growing source of gossip within the duchy.

Everyone shifted to the sofas. Fei and Ciana pressed themselves against Nathan’s sides, forcing the others to sit elsewhere. Anna glowered at the beastkin, but didn’t complain.

“So, if I have Torneus, what’s he supposed to do for me?” Anna asked.

“Quell your rebellion, I imagine,” Torneus drawled.

“Lovely. But Duke Ilmarn says you excel at crushing dissidents violently. If we slaughter every idiot waving their pitchfork, everyone in Amica will know someone that we killed,” Anna said.

“Nathan already explained that issue.” Torneus leaned forward. “I’m capable of far more than mere brute force. If all I could do was crack some eggs, how could I have risen to be the ruler of Tartus despite being born the son of a merchant?”

“Don’t leave us waiting, then.”

“From what I’ve gathered, your opponents aren’t organized and are even fighting each other. Some may not even oppose you. I saw the reaction of the people to Nathan earlier.” Torneus frowned and gave Nathan a troubled look. “Is this the work of that horsegirl prophet?”

“She talks me up a lot,” Nathan admitted.

Torneus nodded. “We can use that, then. Each of the rebel groups will have motivations. Fortunately, we can meet more than you likely expect. Send loyal beastkin knights and Champions to soothe the fury of their rebelling kin. Convince the religious fanatics of our righteousness, using their own prophet. Bribe or intimidate the remaining nobles, but don’t forget to make a few examples.”

“We’ve tried some of that,” Anna said. “The problem is that many also want their own nation. There’s a strong separatist element.”

“Then give it to them.”

Seraph scoffed. “Did you forget that we’re trying to reclaim the territory?”

“You’re being short-sighted, Seraph,” Narime admonished. “Torneus, do you truly mean to give them a nation, or to find another way to meet their demands?”

“Hmph. I knew there was a reason Terrius favored you. Perhaps ignoring you was a mistake,” Torneus said, eying the fox. “The latter, naturally. Tell me, with so many dukes and nobles dead and a civil war raging, how much territory do you think will become ownerless? At some point, you’ll need to start divvying it up, much like the kings of old after conquests.”

Anna bit her lip. “I don’t think we should make promises like that yet.”

“No, Torneus is right,” Nathan said. “While the civil war rages, it’s easy to justify the deals we make. If we lose, then nothing matters. Wasting a resource would be a mistake, and the land is a resource.”

“So we just give it to some rebels?” Anna asked incredulously.

“I doubt that’s Torneus’s plan.”

“Indeed,” the schemer said. “Within these rebel movements, you’ll find useful pawns. You can offer them power, and they’ll do everything in their power to claim it. If we tip the scales in their infighting, then the factions we back will destroy the others. We merely mop up the remainder and fulfill our promises at the end.”

“What if they’re idiots?” Anna asked.

“Believe it or not, power tends to gravitate toward those who can hold it after upheaval. Idle, greedy nobles struggle for that reason. Why do you think most of the Federation regents were so happy to scheme and backstab?” Torneus laughed. “I recommend that you don’t offer anyone power that you don’t want to rule as archduchess, however.”

“I’m not going to be a…” she trailed off and looked at Nathan.

“I doubt you’ll have a choice in the matter,” he said. “Alice will give you the title and land, no matter what you say. The only question is how much territory you’ll rule. We don’t know whether Archdukes von Allesburg and von Salms will surrender.”

Anna’s face paled. “Oh, shit. You didn’t… Nathan, Alice contacted me this morning with a message from the Imperial Spymaster.”

“But not me?” he asked.

“Have you checked your mirror?”

He paused, then looked at his Champions. “Did any of you bring it?”

Nurevia dug up the bag that they had brought with Nathan’s travel effects. She pulled out a small mirror decorated with jewels.

“See, none of the lights are flashing. I knew I checked it earlier,” she said.

“Wrong mirror, Nurevia,” Nathan said.

One of the knights must have thrown it into the travel bag, just in case. Ever since he allowed them into his bedroom for emergencies, they started rifling through his drawers. Sometimes they turned up useful things he forgot about, which made it hard to yell at them for invading his privacy.

Everyone in the room stared at him.

“You have two communication mirrors?” Anna asked.

“One’s a family heirloom, although I don’t know where its pair is. Gorthal suspects that Tharban likely threw it away in a rage.” He shrugged. “What about the other, Nurevia?”

The dark elf found Alice’s mirror. It looked as inert as the other mirror.

“I’ll talk to Alice later,” he said. “What was the news?”

“Both archdukes appear to be missing. At first, this appeared to be some sort of secret meeting, as Tharban vanished at the same time. But Tharban’s back and now Archduke von Salms’s son has announced he’s ruling Waier in his father’s place just yesterday.” Anna grimaced. “The Spymaster suspects foul play.”

“The archdukes started the civil war,” Nathan said, struggling to believe what he had heard. “They’re likely plotting something nasty. Seraph, order Sunstorm to return immediately and have your agents look into any strange movements by the Nationalists. I can’t put off Aleich any longer.”

Seraph nodded, while Anna closed her eyes.

“So, you’re leaving?” the duchess asked.

Her intentions came across loud and clear to Nathan. He knew her well enough to read thoughts this obvious.

“Until Aleich is secured, I won’t risk both you and Alice,” he said. “She needs to be there for appearances. You don’t.”

“I’d be safer with you,” Anna protested.

“Agreed,” Astra said. “Assign bodyguard.”

“No,” Nathan said. “I will assign a bodyguard, but I’m not budging on this. Aleich will become a battleground. If I could, I’d bring Alice here. But I can’t, so I’m doing what I can.”

“Promise me that I can join you once Aleich is secure? I refuse to sit on the back lines, crushing pitiful rebels, while you fight for the future of the entire Empire in Aleich alongside Alice,” Anna said, glaring at him.

“Once it’s safe,” he said.

“Do you also promise to marry me?” she asked.

“You’ll need to talk to Alice about that,” he demurred.

“Oh, I am.” Anna giggled, then wiped at the edge of her eyes. Kuda provided her with a handkerchief, and she promptly used it. “If you need to leave, then you can trust me with—”

“I think we can finish making plans. I don’t want to leave Amica in ruins,” Nathan said. “Once we’re finished, I’ll head north and visit Vera.”

“It’s time, huh? She’s been giddy all week, as she knows you need her power.” Anna smiled sadly. “I supposed I should make these last hours count.”

That seemed like a fair trade. After all, he owed her more than a kiss, and could easily spend the night in her palace. The gateway between Tartus and Gharrick Pass allowed him to leave in the morning easily.

By the time they finished, the sun had begun its descent behind the Gharrick Mountains.

“I think we’ve covered enough for one day,” Nathan said.

Torneus nodded, a cold cup of coffee in his hand. “There is much for me to think on. The resources you have built up over the past two years are more considerable than I expected. I wonder if that is the power of being loved, rather than feared.”

“I’d suggest you try it sometime, but I think that ship has sailed,” Seraph said.

“If every ruler could be adored by his people, then I wouldn’t be needed.” Torneus’s grin turned ugly. “You’re not asking for my help because I can create a utopia.”

“I hope that nobody asks us why we sought your help in the first place,” Seraph said darkly.

Narime rose from her seat, her tails fanning out low behind her. “As Nathan said, I think we’ve covered enough for one day. Torneus, I will escort you to your room. I assume one is prepared, Anna?”

“There is.” Anna frowned. “I don’t want to be overly cynical, but maybe you should check it for… surprises.”

“This feels almost nostalgic,” Torneus said. “The last time I worried about being murdered inside the palace, my hair still held its color.”

“Really? If you were that lax, I should have asked Sunstorm to kill you years ago,” Seraph said.

The glare Narime shot at her fellow Champion was ignored. After a few moments, the fox escorted Torneus from the room.

Seraph rose afterward. “I have some duties to take care of. In fact, I think my compatriots can help me. They’ve been avoiding me recently.”

Fei shot to her feet, her tail shooting up. But when she tried to run, she found herself held in place.

“Astra! No fair!” Fei whined, glaring at Astra.

The opals in Astra’s collarbone gleamed, and she held her arms out. Her gems granted her a form of telekinesis. Her hands gripped Fei from across the room.

Seraph grabbed the catgirl by the arm, and Fei’s ears drooped.

“Nathan—” Fei began to say.

“You’re the captain of the knights, Fei. If Seraph needs you to do something, do it. Even if the paperwork is boring,” he said.

“I want you as well, Astra,” Seraph said.

Astra’s glare screamed betrayal. Unlike most people, she could kill with a look—or close enough.

“Not for paperwork,” Seraph added quickly. “I want an update on the Spires, so I can plan around the situation there. I imagine you’ve been holding back intel, given the situation.”

“Damn right we have,” Nurevia said. “The walls have ears in the Spires. Encrypted wireless transmission doesn’t mean shit if everything you’re saying is being recorded on a crystal.”

The four Champions left, leaving Nathan alone with Ciana and Anna. Kuda served a platter of cakes and coffee, before bowing and making himself scarce. The look Anna shot at her former butler carried an unspoken message that even Nathan understood.

“Finally,” Anna said the moment the door clicked shut.

She bounced across the room and into Nathan’s lap. Her arms closed around him, and she rested her head in the crook of his neck.

Beside him, Ciana watched silently, but made no effort to leave. Nathan imagined that if either of them protested, the unicorn would smile and remind them that she was Anna’s bodyguard right now.

“How are you holding up?” Nathan asked Anna.

“You’re asking me that?” She huffed at him, her fingers tracing patterns on his chest. “As busy as I am, I have entire institutions to support me. Other dukes, loyal knights, Seraph’s obscene management ability, and now you’ve given me Torneus.”

Anna pulled away and her eyes met his. “What about you?”

He grunted. “Nothing’s happening.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? The longer the Nationalists take to march on Aleich, the more time we have to gather our forces.”

“That’s not the problem, it’s…” He sighed.

Despite the drinks in front of him, he rose and made one on the nearby table. Anna and Ciana traded looks behind his back.

The door opened and closed. With a glance, Nathan confirmed that Seraph had returned. Fei and the dark elves were nowhere to be seen.

“Did I interrupt something?” Seraph asked. “You’re all wearing clothes, and Ciana hasn’t been exiled.”

Ciana’s face reddened, but she smiled through her embarrassment. “No. Nathan and Anna were just discussing how slow the civil war has been.”

“Oh. That. I want to say it’s a good thing, but if it’s bothering you, Nathan, then I assume something’s wrong,” Seraph said.

She slinked into a seat, her legs crossed in such a way that her thighs were on full display.

“You assume?” Anna asked.

“My experience with potentially world-ending threats is limited to my homeland being turned into a wasteland. Nathan has seen the end of the world,” Seraph said.

Anna grimaced.

With coffee in hand, Nathan returned to the sofa. His duchess leaned into him, but didn’t return to her place in his lap.

“I’m used to long waits during war,” Nathan said. He stared out the tiny windows of the room, as if mesmerized by the way the red rays of the sun scattered on the frosted glass. “But in my experience, they never bode well. Bureaucracy runs slowly, because those with the power to run nations rarely encounter danger.”

The women in the room nodded in agreement, even if Anna looked reluctant.

“I don’t think anyone should rush into a war,” she said.

“Maybe not. But I’m a Bastion. I’m not fighting a war between nations. My battlefield isn’t a court, contested territory, or even the front line. It’s the demonic portals in every major city and that power countless fortresses. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that Messengers don’t schedule their invasions around political nonsense.”

Seraph raised an eyebrow. “It seems as if they have. They invaded the moment the war started.”

“That’s exactly my point. They won’t wait for us to resolve our issues. They’ll invade, exploit our weaknesses, and lay waste to everything,” Nathan said. “In my timeline, the Federation burned while Torneus tightened his grip over it in response. Falmir and Trafaumh saber rattled, while the Spires deliberated endlessly over whether they would help us. By the time we deposed him, it was too late.”

Anna shifted uncomfortably. “The Empire had already fallen by this time, right?”

“Yes.”

“So, um…” Her eyes shot over to Seraph.

“You don’t need to worry about me. Nathan already explained that I didn’t exist in his timeline,” Seraph said, amused by Anna’s concern.

“Oh, I see—what?” Anna’s eyes bulged. “You didn’t tell me that, Nathan!”

“It wasn’t important,” he said. “There are differences between the timelines. How else could I become Nathan Straub, instead of Nathan Martel?”

“Oh, right. That cute name you had.”

He rolled his eyes.

“You’ve never spoken much about what happened after the Federation fell,” Seraph said.

Anna nodded. “You drifted off when you brought it up in Aleich years ago. Your face looked… well, like this. If you don’t want to talk about it—”

“No,” he said. “I think it’s time. It’s mostly bad memories.”

He leaned back and drained his coffee. This time, Ciana made him another from the set in front of them and slid it across.

“The short version is that it was the disaster that changed the path of my life,” he said. “And of Doumahr. The Empire had collapsed, but was then carved up by the remaining powers. I vanquished the Messenger responsible. The Federation protected the Houkeem Desert. All seemed well.”

“But it wasn’t,” Seraph said.

“No. Tensions rose between Falmir and the Federation. Shortly after, Torneus began deposing the other regents. The civil war that resulted weakened the defenses along the Houkeem Desert. At the same time, a succubus appeared in Arcadia—her name was Beatrice, according to the Twins. She drove the beastkin and elves into open rebellion against the faeries.”

“Two civil wars at the same time,” Seraph said, eyes wide.

“Yes,” Nathan said with a grim smile. “And a Messenger. Both nations collapsed simultaneously. You were on Kurai. I’m sure you can imagine the chaos, and the mass evacuation that took place.”

She nodded, face hard. “Bastions falling across the country, demons pouring out from portals that pop up overnight, convoys packed full of desperate people trying to escape across the sea. Every nation descended on Kurai within weeks, but by the time they arrived, it was too late.”

“Because Messengers don’t need weeks. They barely even need days,” Nathan said. “Trafaumh fell overnight when Thanatos attacked. More than half of Doumahr’s remaining Champions—just gone like that.”

And by the time he returned to Falmir, the royal family had been overthrown and Nathan exiled to the Far Reaches.

“So you’re worried that every day we spend in civil war is a day that a Messenger could invade and end everything?” Ciana summarized.

He nodded.

“Or that there’s already a Messenger active somewhere, causing trouble,” Seraph added. “We have a prophet prancing around, Arcadia is still unstable, and Falmir has been meddling in our politics the entire time. How do you know that another Messenger isn’t already active?”

“I don’t,” he said flatly. “Now you understand why I don’t want to wait around.”

“Is that why you’re trusting Torneus?” Anna asked. “And why you didn’t ask me? Haste?”

“I still can’t believe you’re relying on him,” Seraph said. “You just told us that he helped end the world.”

“Maybe he did. Or maybe he reacted to a known threat.” Nathan placed his mug on the table and leaned forward. “Seraph, you’ve said that I’m similar to Torneus before.”

“Nathan, I—”

“You were right. We’re both committed to doing what we feel is right, and we’re willing to use unsavory methods. I started a civil war to deal with the Nationalists before they became a bigger threat. Is that any different from the way Torneus tried to use demons to weaken the Empire, because he feared they would invade the Federation?”

“He ended the damn world, Nathan,” Seraph snapped. “I appreciate your manipulative side because you know the potential cost of your actions, so you can take calculated risks. Torneus played with fire, but he didn’t understand its danger.”

“If a single one of the recent Messenger invasions had succeeded, all of my plans would have failed,” Nathan said.

Seraph hissed and looked away.

Anna and Ciana looked between them, eyes wide.

“You can’t know everything,” Seraph said.

“Do you want me to?”

“I love you regardless.” She faced him again. “Despite your words, you’re still certain of your decisions. You’ll allow me to assist you, and maybe even guide the actions you take, but your goals are unshakeable. I never want you to lose that self-assurance.”

Anna coughed. “You realize Torneus is just as self-assured, right?”

Seraph gave her a cutting look. “Was he? Because if his goals haven’t changed, then we should kill him before he kills us.”

“No,” Nathan said. “We can trust Torneus.”

“Why?” Seraph ran a hand through her hair.

Nathan remembered Torneus’s final words on the night he captured him. About the bottle of ouzo from Torneus’s father.

“Because his enemy isn’t the Empire anymore,” he said. “He caused problems because he feared what would happen if the Empire reawakened and began conquering Doumahr again.”

“Isn’t it?” Anna asked.

“No. The Empire that is conquering Doumahr isn’t the same one that Torneus feared. We’re changing it, the same way that he changed Tartus when he was young.”

Seraph’s eyes widened. “You really think you can make Torneus part of the solution by offering him influence?”

“That’s what he’s always wanted. The son of a merchant who rose to power in order to make his home city great, but was always frustrated by the limits of politics and the endless schemes of others. Why wouldn’t he want the chance to change the system that destroyed him?” Nathan smiled.

“Alice would kiss you if she was here right now,” Anna said. “I guess I’ll fill in.”

She leaned over, but he caught her in a kiss first. Her whines crept down his throat as he took the lead.

“No fair,” she said.

“You were filling in for Alice,” he teased.

“Oh? Is that how you kissed her? She didn’t give me all the details. All her words were so fluttery and happy I barely understood what happened, other than you stole her first kiss.” Anna grinned at the pale look on his face. “Yes, I know. I imagine half the Empire knows, with the way your beastkin knights crow about you.”

“Shouldn’t we tell them not to?” Ciana said.

“You can try,” Seraph said. “Given many of them wear little carvings of Omria under their uniforms, there’s no chance they won’t whisper to each other.”

Fyre’s tendrils dug in deep. Yet another reason to be wary of the potential prophet.

“Don’t ruin the moment,” Anna said. “It’s late, Nathan. Surely you can’t reach Vera’s tower today. So I think it’s time for me to enjoy a nice, languorous night of pleasure.”

Seraph rose. “That’s my cue to leave, then. Try not to go at it too hard. Both of you have plenty of work to do tomorrow, and I doubt Ciana will carry you around.”

The unicorn knight opened her mouth to say something, her face beet red. Anna glared at Ciana before she could, however.

“Don’t you dare suggest anything,” Anna said. “Honestly, the other Champions are a terrible influence on you. Leopold would be appalled to know what you’re like here.”

“He’d be a hypocrite if he was,” Seraph said. “Have a good night.”

They did. Nathan pretended that Ciana wasn’t hovering outside the door the entire night. At least she didn’t try to sneak in or open the door.

In the morning, he left most of his companions behind in Tartus and rode north. Ciana and Narime accompanied him.

Fei had tried, but Seraph dragged her off again. Apparently, she still had more than enough paperwork to handle for Seraph. Poor kitty.

For now, Nathan turned his mind to his task. The time had come for him to create a new Bastion.


Chapter 8




North of Tartus sat a small, squat fort called Kravum Rock. The name described it well, as it was a tiny sandstone fort in the middle of a region of abandoned quarries and mines.

Ironically, it had been named after a famous Bastion, rather than the region.

Hundreds of soldiers camped on the rocky, infertile plains outside the fort. Even more trained and patrolled the interior. Teams of mages cast scrying rituals under the careful guard of knights, and the nearby wagons of catalysts spoke volumes about how much spellcasting took place here.

Inside the tall, narrow keep, Nathan found even more activity. Over a dozen mages consulted arcane devices covered in crystals, wires, and glyphs. Glowing charts, maps, and strange figures provoked discussion among the spellcasters.

A closed double door gate stood at the far end of the hall, covered in runes. It was the entrance to the demonic portal, and Nathan kept it closed using those runes.

One of the mages spotted Nathan and joined him at the entrance. His elegant robes and jewelry-encrusted hands, neck, and fingers were signs of his status.

“Harrum. I thought you’d be busy in your tower,” Nathan said.

The two men shook hands. Harrum Auerswald was a powerful and influential sorcerer who represented the Imperial Sorcerers’ Lodge. He and Nathan had formed an agreement to assist each other, but Harrum wasn’t expected to support the war effort.

“There’s a war on, you know,” Harrum said with a chuckle. “The Lodge hasn’t decided on a position, but this is more complicated than usual. We prefer to stay out of politics. Everyone knows that isn’t possible this time.”

“Because you made a deal with me.”

“To some extent.” Harrum turned and gestured at the portal entrance. “Reality has slapped many of us in the face. Two Messenger invasions within as many years. Potentially more, if rumors from Waier are to be believed.”

The mage paused for a moment and watched Nathan carefully.

“I’m aware of the Messenger invasion in Waier. The trigem was injured, wasn’t she?” Nathan said, fishing for info.

“Your knowledge is impeccable, as always.” Harrum let out a deep chuckle. “You effortlessly crushed two Messenger invasions, but one nearly overwhelmed Waier. A prophet of Omria may have appeared. Tracking her is of the highest priority—believe it or not, the research you helped us conduct is proving effective on her. That fact is… concerning.”

Harrum removed his half-moon glasses and made a show of polishing them.

“I’m not sure I follow,” Narime said. “I understand the theory behind the energy detection magic you developed for Nathan. How can it possibly track Omria herself?”

A pit formed in Nathan’s stomach.

“The truth is that we don’t know,” Harrum said. “Nathan’s warning of ‘kinks’ in our detection methods led us to experiment further, and attempt to measure demonic energy differently. After all, we missed the signs of a Messenger invasion in the Spires until it occurred. For whatever reason, this ‘prophet’ creates waves of demonic energy.”

“Messengers use ascended magic. Is it possible that what we call demonic energy is actually just something similar?” Nathan asked.

“That’s… Perhaps. But mystic foxes use ascended magic, and they don’t trigger our measurement devices.” Harrum eyed him carefully. “Whatever the case, the Lodge cannot remain idle. You’ve proven to be a knowledgeable ally, capable of stopping Messengers, and are backed by this prophet. It’s as good an excuse as any to support you.”

“I can’t say that I like to hear that you need an excuse,” a sharp voice said.

A redheaded sorceress in resplendent blue and white robes strode up to them. Vera Nair commanded this fortress on behalf of Nathan.

She was also his apprentice Bastion, but didn’t have a binding stone of her own. The one beneath Kravum Rock lay dormant.

Until today.

“Unlike others, I haven’t shirked my duty to the Empire and the goddess,” Harrum said. “What I lack in battlefield capability, I make up for in my contributions to our industrial capability.”

“I don’t think we need to get into an argument over who’s helping more,” Nathan said. “Thank you, Harrum. Contact me immediately if you find out where Fyre—I mean, where the prophet is.”

He nodded and slipped away.

Ciana tilted her head, then looked at Nathan. “If Fyre gives off demonic energy, doesn’t that imply she’s more like a Messenger? The Twins said that as well.”

“Given even Astra’s power is linked to Messengers, it is the smartest assumption,” Narime said.

Vera hissed at them. “Not out here, you idiots.” She grabbed Nathan by the arm and dragged him away.

Naturally, she pulled him toward the basement entrance. He shrugged her off, and all of them descended to the lowest level.

A binding stone sat in the stone flooring here. Two black bands ran across its surface. They prevented others from claiming the stone until Nathan released them, and nobody knew the specific encryption magic he had used to protect them.

After all, it hadn’t been invented yet.

“Do you really think Fyre’s a Messenger?” Vera asked.

“I just said—” Narime began to say.

“I asked Nathan.”

The fox glared at the redhead, but expectantly waited for Nathan’s answer anyway.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s difficult to say much about the goddess.”

“The Twins talk about her and their world-consuming employer in precisely the same way,” Narime noted. “Do you believe their lies?”

“I trust that saying the goddess’s name can get me in as much trouble as saying their boss’s,” he said. “That tells me plenty. Fyre is backed by something. We know that much. But I don’t know if Harrum’s evidence proves anything.”

“So she’s a prophet until proven otherwise,” Vera said. “Works for me. This conversation would make a lot more sense if I hadn’t been kept out of the loop on so many things.”

“I’m letting you in on it now,” he said. “But not everything. The secrets of Bastions are dangerous.”

“They know.” Vera pointed at Ciana and Narime. “If I’m becoming a Bastion, why can’t I?”

“Because some of these things might shake your confidence, and you need every bit of it to become a great Bastion,” he said. “Your control over a binding stone doesn’t come from training, or raw talent, or fancy techniques. It comes from your ability to force your will on the world.”

Vera stared at him. “So the reason all the most powerful Bastions are either stoic hardasses or arrogant douchebags is because that personality type makes them stronger?”

“There are other types,” he said. “Bitterness can work. If you hate this world and want to change it, that’s fine.”

Nathan was pretty sure that’s what powered Gareth’s Bastion abilities. The man stared into the seedy underbelly of the world, then shrugged and decided he could do better.

How would Gareth have handled Kadria’s offer?

“So, am I ready?” Vera asked. She clenched and unclenched her fists multiple times. “I know you need my support. If you’re leaving, you’re taking your Champions with you. Even a single binding stone in my hands will be invaluable.”

“You’re as ready as you can be,” Nathan said. “But I want to make one thing clear before I unseal the binding stone and allow you to claim it.”

He raised his hand and reached for his own binding stones. Once connected to them, he drew on their power and rammed it into the stone walls around them.

The room spun and shifted. The walls rearranged themselves, a cage sprung up, and a fountain appeared in the corner.

Vera swore and instinctively tried to cast two third rank spells.

Narime’s gems gleamed and Vera’s spells shattered in her hands.

Nathan let go of his power. The room settled.

“What the fuck was that about?” Vera snapped.

“I need you to realize the gap between you and a more powerful Bastion,” he said. “I’m not trying to intimidate you. But a Bastion with more binding stones and experience than you will overpower you, even in your home territory. What did I just do?”

Vera paused. She looked at the surrounding walls. An audible gulp escaped her.

“You’re miles away from your closest binding stone, but you altered reality,” she mumbled.

“That’s right. In duels between Bastions, manipulation of terrain is expected. It’s easy to get overconfident and think you’re invincible in your sanctum, but remember what I did to Theus? Other Bastions can do that as well. Leopold or Tharban could destroy most Imperial Bastions,” he explained.

A small nod. “I understand. Just so you know, it was still intimidating.”

“In that case, it’s time,” he said. “Ciana, Narime, can you leave us?”

Narime nodded solemnly. She understood that Nathan was about to explain how to use highly secretive magic.

Ordinarily, Bastion magic—which Nathan had learned was a form of ascended magic—was safe to use around Champions. Much of the spellcasting took place inside a Bastion’s head, or in a mental world. Champions might observe the flow of magic, but little else.

Today was different. He intended to explain to Vera how to use a binding stone. Eavesdropping was actively dangerous.

“Is there any reason why I can’t stay?” Ciana asked, a shadow over her face.

“Nathan is going to teach me secrets intended only for Bastions,” Vera said. “You made your choice to become a Champion, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Ciana said, puffing out her chest. “I will never regret that choice, as it means I am Nathan’s shield. But Leopold already taught me a lot of Bastion secrets, and you haven’t kept many to yourself, Nathan.”

He frowned. Fifteen years of discipline instructed him to refuse Ciana.

To become a Bastion, Nathan had sworn an oath to maintain the secrets he learned. But there was no secret book full of forbidden knowledge that all Bastions knew. No secret handshakes, complicated ranks, or brotherhoods that stretched between nations.

The oath was to Omria, the one goddess of Doumahr. Bastions swore to protect their knowledge so that it didn’t fall into the hands of the unworthy.

“I’ve kept those secrets that I feel are important,” Nathan said.

He stepped back so that he faced both Vera and Ciana at the same time. Narime slipped behind him, as if bowing out of the discussion.

“What do you think is the purpose of the oath every Bastion makes?” he asked.

“It protects national secrets,” Vera said confidently. “Binding stones, Bastions, Champions—they’re the greatest weapons of every nation on Doumahr. If anybody knew how to use them, then countries would destabilize and demons would invade. It would be devastating.”

A fair answer. Nathan had once believed it wholeheartedly, when he had been faithful.

“Ciana?” he asked.

“The secrets are too dangerous,” she said. “Leopold always spoke of the how and what, but never the why. Even you shy away from explaining everything, Nathan.” She smiled. “The Empire already controls the binding stones with encrypted wards. But the Bastions themselves limit the information they tell others.”

“Have you been talking to Seraph about this?” he asked drily.

Ciana blushed and she twisted back and forth. “A little. She understands the choice I made. Nobody else knows as much about Bastion secrets.”

It occurred to Nathan that he didn’t know why Seraph knew so many secrets. Even Narime knew less than Seraph about many things, despite the fact she had supposedly been one of the senior Champions of Kurai.

“I feel like I’m being ambushed,” Vera muttered.

“A little.” He sighed. “The reason why I’ve been keeping you out of the loop is that Ciana is right. The power itself is dangerous, but we have other ways to restrict who gains access. But the secrets that Bastions learn are important.”

He bit his lip. The others watched him closely, aware that he hadn’t finished speaking.

“If binding stones are so dangerous, attract demons and ruin to Doumahr, and enable their controllers to do horrendous things—why didn’t the goddess seal them all away?” he asked.

Ciana frowned. Nathan suspected she knew the answer, given her knowledge of magical theory and energy flows.

But it was Vera’s reaction he cared more about.

“What if she can’t?” the sorceress said. “I’ve never heard of an inert binding stone.”

“There was one in Kurai,” Narime said.

Vera opened her mouth to reply, but swiftly closed it when she caught Nathan’s darkening expression.

“I take it that’s a bad thing?” she asked.

“Very.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The others know this, so I’ll tell you. If a binding stone is inert, then the area around it cannot support life and magic is impossible to use. Even attempting to damage a binding stone is the highest of heresies, although you’ll find few Bastions who know this.”

“But you do?”

“Yes.” He sighed. “I’ll reveal the full story once I return from Aleich. But knowing what I just told you, does your answer change?”

Vera shook her head, causing her long red locks to flutter about. “That only proves my point. I’ve been monitoring the magical flows through the binding stone and leylines, as well as Harrum’s theories. He’s… Well, let’s just say we both understand why Bastions have always been so secretive.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow.

“Binding stones aren’t confluence points of magical energy, Nathan,” Vera said, hints of terror showing in her eyes. “They’re the source of magical energy. All of it! Every drop of magic comes through a binding stone, flows into the leylines, and then into Doumahr. They bring demons, but also sustain life itself.”

Ciana’s jaw dropped. She looked to Nathan and saw no reaction.

He imagined that Narime responded much the same way.

“You… already know, don’t you?” Vera asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Yes. Although I only confirmed this recently. I had a lot of theories and suspicions before,” he said.

“This would change all magical science if it was known. We’ve only begun to utilize leylines to passively use magic. If mages know where the magic itself comes from, then…” she trailed off.

“Then what?” he asked.

Vera huffed and flicked her hair. “You baited me into this.”

“Not exactly. But you understand the value of secrecy, don’t you? Your answer from earlier was correct, and so was Ciana’s,” he explained. “But both answers come together to create the true reason. If kings, sorcerers, and wealthy merchants know of the true power of binding stones, then they’ll use them for more than weapons. If the overriding purpose of a Bastion is to stabilize the world, then our enemies aren’t just the demons invading through them.”

“That’s what this civil war is about.” She grimaced, but met his eyes. “Bastions do more than fight demons. We protect all of humanity, right? That includes keeping secrets, ending wars, and being part of politics.”

“Unfortunately, yes. I was naïve once, and thought that politics was always somebody else’s problem. Trust me, politics is everyone’s problem. While you can shove your head in the sand and hope somebody else solves it, you have only yourself to blame when a Messenger knocks,” he said.

Both Ciana and Narime shot him concerned looks, but he ignored them.

Vera nodded. “You’re talking about duty. I… nearly walked away from mine.”

“Yes. I’m giving you a second chance. Don’t waste it,” he said.

“I won’t,” she said. Then she gestured at the Champions in the room. “So, uh, do they need to leave, or…”

Ciana glared at Nathan.

Was there any value in kicking her out? He trusted Ciana with his life. His oath was no longer to a goddess, but to himself. He kept secrets because he understood why Omria restricted the knowledge in the first place.

“No,” he said.

The explanation was short and sweet.

Once it was over, he cast the decryption spells for the binding stone. The black bands vanished, leaving only a dull, white orb in the center of the room.

“Now it’s time for you to connect to the stone itself,” he said. “It’s been active recently, so it should be fairly easy to activate.”

Vera gulped, then placed both her hands against the rock. She looked at him with wide eyes, and he nodded back.

“I can’t help you with this step,” Nathan said. “We’ve been doing mental training for a while now. Find the orb, tether it to your mind like I explained earlier, and ensure that the connection is stable. Above all else, be careful not to lose yourself in the process.”

“This all sounds so damn abstract,” she muttered.

“Once you have some experience, you’ll form a mental view that makes it easier. For now, you’ll need to rely entirely on your magical senses. Being a sorceress gives you a leg up on most Bastions.”

“At least I’m good for something, even if the academy never agreed.”

Nathan waited patiently. Various expressions crossed Vera’s face over the next several minutes, sometimes remaining there for thirty or more seconds at once. Ciana giggled at a particularly horrific one, and even Narime cracked a smile.

Eventually, Vera’s focus returned. She blinked several times, then stared down at the stone below her. Nothing had changed.

At least, not visually. Nathan checked his magical and mental senses, and felt a slight shift. Vera’s magical signature hovered around the binding stone. He also felt a tether between the two of them, shoddy as it was.

“Good work,” he said.

“This feels… strange,” she said. “Like I have a second Vera in my head. And there’s a whole new world of magic that she can access, but that I can’t.”

“Take it slow when you test it out,” he said. “Once you get the hang of the connection, I recommend you come back and try reconnecting to the stone.”

She scowled at him. “You’re saying I did a shit job.”

“Every Bastion does a shit job. Ordinarily, it wouldn’t matter. These days, I’m far more paranoid. The quality of your mental tether affects your power draw, but also how easily an enemy can cut you off.” He made a chopping motion with his hand. “I’ve learned recently that some Messengers can directly attack your tether, cutting you off from your power.”

“Oh.”

“You should also notice some physical changes. The power will flow into your body quickly, strengthening your muscles and protecting you from harm,” he said.

She nodded, before asking, “You sound like you’re about to leave. I thought you’d spend more time training me once I got the binding stone.

“I’m a busy man. Plus, the fun part of getting your first binding stone is experimenting. Do you think anyone was around when I arrived at Gharrick Pass?” He winked at her.

Her eyes widened. “Oh! I’m… I’m a Bastion now. I don’t need your permission or training. This isn’t a trial run.”

“No. Congratulations, Vera. By the Emperor’s will, I declare you a Bastion of the Anfang Empire. That also means you need to defend the portal, but I’ll have Kara help you with that,” he said. “We should check on it, though.”

Tears welled up in Vera’s eyes.

“Thank you,” she mumbled. “For believing in me.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “We’ll do some proper training once I return from Aleich.”

As they returned to the main hall, Harrum interrupted them.

A broad grin stretched across the mage’s face. “As luck has it, I believe I’ve located the prophet. She’s currently south-east of Aleich, in the beastkin Enclave.”


Chapter 9




“Of course she’s in the damned Enclave,” Nathan grumbled as he left Kravum Rock. “An entire region full of barely self-sufficient beastkin. The better question is: why the hell hasn’t she gone there earlier?”

Ciana and Narime followed him outside. Before he left, he had unsealed Vera’s portal, but the pressing need to deal with Fyre prevented him from staying to help her.

“Fyre’s been avoiding you, hasn’t she? Then going into the Enclave feels too predictable. We have plenty of soldiers there and have only increased their numbers over the last week,” Narime said. “I’m surprised she’s evaded their notice.”

He shook his head. “Our soldiers have been skirmishing with the Nationalists since the war started. They have bigger things to worry about than a horsegirl who thinks she’s a goddess.”

“Be careful about saying that publicly, Nathan. For most people, the prophet is the biggest thing to happen in Doumahr in centuries.” Narime’s eyes flashed.

Grimacing, Nathan accepted the admonishment.

While his faith had wavered, that of others in the world had not.

“Are we riding back to Tartus?” Narime asked. “I can teleport us.”

“Ciana and I will ride. Narime, I want you to find Sunstorm and bring her back,” he ordered. “Afterward, you’ll take command of the western front. Work with Seraph to get everything ready so that we can march on Aleich at any moment.”

The fox nodded. “What about Sen? She’s currently in command of the armies.”

“I’m taking her south. I want Ifrit with me if I’m dealing with anything to do with ancient powers.”

Unlike his other Champions, Sen didn’t rely on gems for her power. Instead, she was possessed by a timeless spirit named Ifrit, who was a djinni. While Ifrit’s knowledge was far from infinite, he knew things that others didn’t.

For one thing, he knew about the existence of other worlds, had inklings of the power behind Messengers, and had realized that Nathan worked with Kadria long before he openly revealed himself to the others.

But Ifrit never told Nathan everything. Nobody ever did. Kadria claimed that her knowledge would confuse Nathan, or endanger him, but often claimed that others misled him at the same time.

Ifrit, on the other hand, admitted that he recognized Omria’s power, and that was why he said as little as he did. Given Nathan’s latest discoveries, he wondered if Ifrit felt as threatened by Omria as Nathan and Kadria did. Which spoke volumes, given Ifrit was supposedly an immortal spirit bound to the world itself.

“Wise,” Narime said. “Ifrit is far more open with you than the rest of us. I imagine he will have some insight into Fyre should he witness her power.”

The fox then slipped into Nathan’s arms and wrapped him up in her tails. Her kiss lit his lips and mind on fire.

“Stay safe, Nathan,” she whispered. “Prophet or not, if Fyre remains her old self, she might not hesitate to claim you for herself.”

“I’m a Bastion, Narime. I do the claiming.” This time, he did the kissing.

Narime batted at him with her tails. A pair of glowing squares appeared over one hand. She stepped away, then vanished with a rush of magical energy, leaving him and Ciana alone.

Despite his confidence, her words struck deep at Nathan.

When he had fought Laura, her primary objective hadn’t been to defeat him. In fact, the Twins had forfeited the battle in order to keep him alive. Instead, she had played with him, and aimed to take him as her toy.

If Fyre was backed by a succubus instead of a goddess, as Nathan strongly suspected, would the same thing play out?

Time to draw his trump card. He disliked relying on it too much, but he’d be a genuine idiot if he refused to use the Twins out of fear of betrayal, only to fail because he didn’t rely on them.

Nathan and Ciana pulled up outside Castle Tartus. After he dismounted, Ciana tugged on his jacket.

“Nathan, what if Fyre is connected to Omria?” she asked him.

Worry assaulted Nathan. For a moment, he felt confused. Then he realized the emotion wasn’t his.

Instead, it struck at his mind through the link he had with Ciana.

At the same time, he felt something else slip into his mind. This felt familiar, but strangely so.

“Are you alright, Ciana?” he asked her, checking the link.

Time slowed down as he delved into the mental world and drew on the power of his binding stones. Everything checked out.

Ciana’s core felt strong, although it clung to him as much as ever. Perhaps more so than before. His favorite unicorn seemed a little lonely, perhaps.

Inside his own mind, he found nothing suspicious. Despite that, he sensed her emotions and thoughts broadcasted along the link. His other Champions didn’t do this.

Was he turning into some sort of incubus?

He dismissed the thought. The Twins described their ability to read his emotions as a sort of extra sense that they couldn’t turn off, whereas this felt like an extension of his mental magic.

Other Bastions had supposedly been able to read the minds of their Champions, but asking any of them was out of the question. It might sound like heresy or attract unwanted attention.

However, somebody else once described a similar ability. Seraph. Nathan made a note to talk to her about this when he found the time.

“I’m… not,” Ciana admitted. She bit her lip and looked down.

When he stepped forward to hug her, she gently pushed his chest to hold him away.

“Not just yet,” she requested. Then she smiled. “Maybe when I’m finished.”

“Sure.” He sighed and finally considered her initial question.

It was one he disliked considering, but it had crossed his mind.

“If Fyre really is the prophet, it doesn’t change anything,” he said. “I lost everything. You, Fei, Astra, Gareth, countless friends, millions of people I promised to protect. When it finally came crashing down, I wasn’t offered a second chance by the goddess, but by my sworn enemy. I’ve committed everything to building a world that won’t be destroyed.”

“But if Omria returns—”

“I’ll deal with her like any other powerful person. The fact she chose Fyre is suspicious enough. We don’t even know why she’s left Doumahr twice in the past,” Nathan said. “I know you believe, Ciana, but to me, all that matters is protecting you and everyone else.”

A nervous smile crossed her face. “Hearing you say that makes my heart pound so fast. I worried that my crush on you would go nowhere and you would forget me. Even after the last two years, it feels unreal…”

Nathan hugged her. This time, Ciana didn’t resist.

“But Nathan, I want you to promise me something,” she mumbled.

“What?”

“You’re not allowed to make any deals with her,” she said. The unicorn refused to look up at him. “I know what Fyre will ask you for, and if she has power, then she’ll…”

“I’m not about to jeopardize any of my plans for Fyre, of all people, Ciana,” he said.

“That’s not what I mean,” Ciana whined. She broke the hug and pouted at him. “You’re being intentionally obtuse.”

Nathan smirked. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She glared at him. “Asshole.”

Being called that by Ciana of all people hit Nathan in an indescribable manner.

He had enjoyed teasing the stoic unicorn knight in his original timeline, and she had shrugged off everything. But hearing the sweet, corruptible, and playful Ciana respond to his banter like she was Nurevia almost allowed Nathan to understand the strange kink his dark elf Champion loved.

Almost.

The undercurrent of amusement and jealousy projected along Ciana’s link undercut the heat of her insult. Nathan knew she didn’t mean it, although he still got a thrill out of it.

“I also don’t plan to play along with Fyre’s weird delusions,” he said. “Until I know more about her, she’s dangerous.”

Ciana nodded. Her emotions faded away along the link.

The two headed inside. A moment after entering, Sunstorm emerged from the shadows. Her olive skin, form-fitting black attire, and spiky black hair made her a natural fit as an assassin, as did the onyx gem in her collar.

“Enjoy your fun?” she asked, a smirk dancing on her lips as she stared at Nathan.

“Eavesdropping is rude,” Ciana said primly.

“Nathan should be using aural barriers. It’s his own damn fault.” The assassin’s smirk widened. “Personally, rather than ignore Fyre, I think you should only give her what she wants on our terms.”

“Which are?” Nathan asked.

Sunstorm opened her mouth to answer, but Ciana rushed forward and clapped her hands over the olive-skinned assassin’s mouth.

“Nothing you need to know,” Ciana yelped. Then she muttered to Sunstorm, “I thought I told Sen to shut up about that stuff.”

“I’m not Sen. You can’t threaten me.”

Ciana’s glare suggested otherwise. Her blue eyes met Sunstorm’s hazel eyes, but neither relented.

Nathan intervened and separated the two of them.

“Ciana, don’t take after Fei,” he said, holding both of them by the scruffs of their uniforms. “Sunstorm, don’t make lewd jokes about others if they make them uncomfortable.”

“Oh, Sen already told you the solution?” Sunstorm grinned while Ciana’s face paled.

“Many times.”

“I’ll kill her,” Ciana whispered.

Ushering them to the portal, Nathan returned to Gharrick Pass. Sen had yet to return, but Fei lazed in his office. The sun had well and truly set, and the catgirl sipped at coffee while glaring at paperwork. Neatly stacked piles of finished paperwork opposite her suggested that Kara had been here earlier, but left after finishing.

“Nathan, are we leaving now?” Fei asked, leaping away from the forms that Seraph had forced on her.

He eyed the paperwork. While it needed doing, catching Fyre was of higher priority.

“Not right now, but soon,” he said. “I need to gather some guides. Everyone, wait here for a moment.”

“While you go through the crazy door you added to the back of your office, right?” Sunstorm said, pointing at his destination. “You’ve mentioned it before, but I’ve never been able to see it until now.”

Apparently, the Twins had been right. Now that Nathan had his own mental space, the others could see it.

That gave him an idea.

“Why don’t we see if you can enter it?” he asked.

Sunstorm’s face paled. “Uh, I don’t know why, but that idea gives me the chills. Are you sure?”

“It’s not the same door as last time,” he said.

Did some part of her body remember? While Nathan had complicated thoughts about the process he had put Sunstorm and Sen through, he couldn’t change the past. His decisions were final in this world.

Licking her lips, Sunstorm slowly nodded. “Okay. I’ll trust you, Nathan.”

He opened the door, which still looked like the featureless black door it always had been.

Fei, Ciana, and Sunstorm stepped through with him.

The peaceful fall scenery greeted them. Wind rustled past them and cooled their faces, and red leaves blew over the yellowing grass.

“Wow. How did you fit this into the castle?” Fei asked.

“It’s not in the castle, you idiot,” Sunstorm said. “This is… You called it a mental space, right?”

Nathan walked up to the top of the hill. He couldn’t see the Twins, but the doors to theirs and Kadria’s worlds stood nearby.

“It’s a mental space constructed using spatial magic,” he said. “We’re not really in Doumahr anymore, but we are connected to it. The spatial magic bridges the physical realm to the mental realm, but also allows us to move around in it as though it were a material space.”

“Are we here mentally or physically?” Sunstorm asked.

“Both. Unless you left your brain behind.”

She rolled her eyes, while Fei and Ciana giggled.

“I don’t want to hear you laugh, Fei,” Sunstorm growled. “You knew what I meant, Nathan.”

“I did. I think the two are connected, but I don’t know enough. I’m fairly new at this,” he admitted.

She nodded.

The women wandered around for several minutes, poking and prodding at various elements of the space.

Eventually, Ciana joined him at the top of the hill. “Did you make this place?”

“No.”

“I suspected as much.” She smiled. “It feels like a place somebody else made for you, rather than what you’d make for yourself. While you’re thoughtful, you always prefer busier places. Offices, dining halls, studies, lounges.”

“You’re saying that I’m a workaholic?” he joked.

Surprisingly, Ciana shook her head. “You do work a lot. But it’s the social aspect. This is quiet, meditative, and peaceful. How many private spaces do you have in Gharrick Pass, Nathan?”

“I do have a bedroom.”

“When’s the last time you had it to yourself? And if you do sleep alone, how many minutes do you have before one of us barges in during the morning, or before you head to your office?” Ciana’s gaze met his.

Damn. His unicorn knight knew him like the back of her hand.

“Do you think I should make this like one of those?” he asked. “To make it feel more like me.”

Once again, she shook her head. “Wouldn’t that make it exactly like every other room in the castle? This space feels… unique. Special. Maybe it should reflect that.”

“I’m not sure if I’m good at unique.”

“I don’t think there’s anyone like you on Doumahr. So you’re already good at unique.” She giggled.

“Sorry to interrupt the flirting, but I thought we were here for business?” Sunstorm said. “There’s no one here.”

Nathan coughed and stepped away from Ciana. “They’re in their own mental world. Can you see any other doors here?”

Both Champions shook their head. Fei continued to frolic in the fallen leaves at the bottom of the hill and appeared fascinated by the crayon walls at the edge of the mental space.

“I should be able to summon them here,” he muttered. “Sunstorm, keep Fei from poking holes in the edge of the world. I don’t know what will happen if she does.”

After reaching out for the Twins’ minds, he prodded them mentally. Not that he had any idea if they responded to him.

So he waited. After a few minutes, the nearby plastic door opened and they came through.

“Huh. Didn’t think you’d actually bring through a tour group so soon,” Maura said.

“Should’ve made it bigger,” Laura said.

“Like hell. This was a bitch to make as is.”

“I need your help again. We’re going prophet hunting,” he said.

“Oh. Oh, shit,” Maura said, eyes widening. “Uh, that seems super dangerous for us.”

“You’re tied to me with the binding stone. If she’s the real deal, are you in danger?”

“Um. Maybe? I know jack and shit about her true capabilities.” Maura bit her lip. “I don’t want to come across as a bitch or anything—”

“Really?” Sunstorm asked, as she returned dragging a whining catgirl.

“Fuck you.”

“Point proven.”

“Double fuck you.” Maura flipped Sunstorm off, then turned back to Nathan. “Look, maybe we should monitor from afar? Give you a helping hand with the teleport, stay close enough to fly in and nuke the creepy horsegirl, but far enough away that she can’t vaporize us if she can do the whole ‘wrath of god’ schtick.”

“Have you heard anything about mental abilities?” he asked.

“Hard to say. Even the little goat has them, even if she’s the equivalent of a surgeon using a sledgehammer. I’m not worried about her cutting our link. We’ve been warding it again after we found out about your stupid trap.” Maura glared at him.

Given he thought they had already protected the link as much as they could, where did they find the additional knowledge and power for these new wards?

“That works for me,” he said. “I mostly need your teleportation help. We’re going to the beastkin enclave. You’ll cause drama if you show up unannounced.”

“Oh, beastkin? They’re super easy to fool. Slap an illusion on to hide the skin and hair and we can pass as one of the races with horns. There are a bunch of them, even if horns are more prevalent among males.” Maura shrugged. “Want us to illusion up?”

“Please.”

The Twins focused for a few moments. As always, they didn’t use spell frames for their magic.

Once finished, a pair of tanned, blonde-haired, blue-eyed beastkin stared at him. They had even changed out their monotone dresses for Nathan’s knight uniforms, although their ridiculous proportions made their breastplates live up to the name even more than Fei did.

“This is what you used to look like, isn’t it?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“Huh. You remember that? Figured you’d forget that little fuckup given you were balls deep at the time in a frozen dream.” Maura shrugged and flicked her blonde hair behind her shoulder. “This isn’t really what we looked like. The adjustments we made to our bodies can’t be easily changed, and illusioning them is harder.”

“That’s what makes Beatrice more dangerous. She can change her physical form easily, but she doesn’t have a natural form like us, so she’s a weaker fighter,” Laura said.

“Those facts are related?” he asked.

“Sure are. She uses a ton of magic on changing her form, whereas ours goes into other stuff. Her body is basically all magic. Imagine how hard it would be if you had to maintain your entire body using spells 24/7?” Maura said.

He nodded.

What he kept to himself was how much more attractive he found the Twins in this state. While their succubi forms had a certain appeal, that exoticism wore thin fairly quickly. If anything, they were too much.

Like this, they looked normal, if exceptionally attractive. Bringing them into the Enclave would probably attract more attention than if he brought the Twins in their succubi forms.

Fei glared at the Twins, as if reading Nathan’s thoughts. “You’re not allowed to walk around the castle like this normally.”

“Oho? Jealous, kitty?” Maura grinned. “You know, if you want what we have, there’s a way to get it.”

“Nathan can give it to me if it matters,” Fei said.

The succubus blinked. “Uh, yeah, that’s what I was going to suggest. With the right ascended magic, he can do all sorts of amazing things. That huge cock of his is just a taste.”

The eyes of three Champions turned to him, as if magnetically attracted to him.

“I think it’s time to go to prophet hunting,” Nathan said, decisively ending the discussion and fleeing before matters became any worse. “We’ll spend the night in the castle, and teleport in the morning. Narime should have reached Sen by then.”

They left the Twins behind after they promised to find them in the morning. Nathan enjoyed a peaceful night in his bedroom, with a purring catgirl curled up beside him.

Come morning, the knights led them outside, but Nathan left them behind. Instead, the six of them found a small clearing beyond the castle’s protective wards.

“We’re going to make at least two teleports,” he explained to the Twins. “One to collect Sen, who is to the north-west. Then we’ll go over 100 miles south, into the Enclave.”

“That’s a long teleport for a single shot if you’re not using a leyline,” Maura warned.

“Can we alternate tasks?” he asked.

“Nope,” Laura said. “You don’t know how to plane shift.”

“Yeah, it’s hard. We’re not from around here, so that’s the easy part for us. For you, the chances of disintegration are pretty high,” Maura said.

“Lovely. Does all teleportation come with the chance of disintegration?” Sunstorm drawled.

“Nope. Sometimes it comes with the chance of eternal suffering at the hands of some ancient entity that exists in the spaces between worlds,” Maura said, imitating Kadria’s voice. “Spatial fuckery is their domain.”

“Good to know. It also reminds me that I need to ward my gateways,” Nathan said.

“They’re already warded.”

“Ward them more. They’re already a failure point. I don’t like it.” He frowned. “Anyway, the target is along the leylines. There’s a sealed binding stone nearby.”

The Twins perked up.

“Genuinely sealed,” he added. “Made inert by the goddess’s power. All the binding stones in the Enclave haven’t been touched since she last walked Doumahr. That’s why the region was given to the beastkin in the first place. Messengers ravaged it centuries ago, and there are few enough Bastions to protect the active binding stones we have.”

“You can wake it up, can’t you?” Maura asked.

“I could,” he said, cautiously. “I don’t know if I want another portal to protect right now.”

Fei stared at Nathan, her ears twitching every few seconds. Her bushy tail appeared to curl in on itself and she narrowed her eyes at him.

“Nathan, where in the Enclave are we going?” she asked, voice low.

“Fyre’s appeared near the coast,” he said. “Not far from the Kustespitze, the tallest mountain in the Gharrick Mountains.”

Fei’s cat ears pricked up, but she said nothing and merely nodded.

“Well, if there’s a binding stone there, inert or not, you can probably make it,” Maura said. “You have more practice now. Just take it slow.”

Nathan did exactly that.

The first spell went off without any issues. They all appeared in a small forest clearing. The noises of a busy camp filtering through the trees.

“Who’s there?” a woman shouted.

Sen appeared from behind a tree trunk, holding a greatsword as large as she was. A brown ponytail bobbed behind her and thick streaks of white ran through her hair. Her lithe toned figure hid beneath a baggy red cloak and black uniform. Her bright red eyes fixed on Nathan.

“That was fast,” she said, staring at him in confusion. “Narime only just let me know this morning over the wireless. I had wondered how you would get here.” She paused. “How did you get here? And who are the new girls?”

“Oh, we’re not new,” Maura said.

“We’ll be new to his bed, once he decides to fuck us, though,” Laura added, running a hand along Nathan’s arm.

He moved away from the succubus, and she grinned at him.

“Oh, it’s you two,” Sen groaned. “Did you have to bring them?”

“I can’t teleport without them,” he said.

“Yet,” Sunstorm said.

“Yeah, he’ll work it out eventually.” Maura nodded approvingly. “Then we won’t need to be glorified chauffeurs. I fucking hated ridesharing. Becoming one is not where I saw myself in a thousand years.”

Nathan and his Champions stared at the succubus, then proceeded to ignore the gibberish she spouted.

“If you’re ready, we can teleport now,” he told Sen. “Have you told your officers what’s happening?”

“Yup. Narime said she’d send one of the nearby Champions out here. I expressed my preference, but…” She shrugged.

“Your preferences suck,” Sunstorm said, but she refused to look at Sen.

“Oh, don’t be a baby. You still haven’t told me what happened between you and the new sorceress that joined us a few days ago. She has an inert sapphire, which Nathan can reactivate once he trusts her,” Sen said.

Sunstorm scowled. “And I don’t plan to tell you.”

Nathan frowned. Unlike Sen, he did know. More than a few former Champions had limped into his territory and surrendered. Their Bastions had died in the fighting, and the chaos grew too great.

Once Anna calmed the chaos, many binding stones and portals would need protecting. Trained Champions were a precious resource. Nathan refused to discard any, even if Sunstorm might have a history with some of them due to her less savory duties.

Namely, Sunstorm excelled at killing Bastions and Champions. Enemies feared and hated her, even after they surrendered.

“If we’re ready, then let’s go,” he said, deciding not to dwell on the topic any further. “Get in close.”

Sen took this as an excuse to get in very close, and she grinned at the others. Ciana had never left his side, leaving Fei to glare impotently at her fellow Champions.

“We should take turns,” the catgirl said.

“Those sound like loser words, to me,” Sen said.

“Oh, is this a competition?” Sunstorm’s short swords appeared in her hands. “I’m happy to make some real losers.”

Sen’s eyes glowed and a pair of third rank spells appeared in her hands. The two were moments away from sparring, when Nathan tapped Sen on the back of the head.

“Don’t waste power on this,” he said. “We might run into Fyre, and I need you and Ifrit to be ready.”

Instantly, his Champions fell into line, backs straight and any beastkin appendages bolt upright.

“Ifrit’s definitely keen to see if she’s the real deal,” Sen said. “Apparently prophets are real, although he won’t offer an opinion on Fyre.”

“Pretty fucked up goddess to use somebody as crazy as Fyre,” Sunstorm said. “She definitely hadn’t given up on her ‘mortal desires’ or anything, with the way she talked about Nathan.”

“Can we go already?” Laura said. “Being around so many of you at once drives me nuts. Especially as the smart ones aren’t here.”

“Yeah, fuck you.” Sunstorm glared at the Twins, who merely raised their middle fingers in response.

Nathan sighed and prepared for the teleport. The Twins rapidly joined him.

This time, he didn’t collapse on arriving, despite the distance. His chest tightened, however. Exhaustion ran through his muscles and his mind felt foggy. After a few seconds, it cleared up.

Practice helped, apparently.

“It’s nice to see the Enclave looks as rough as ever,” Sen said sarcastically.

The others nodded, save for Fei.

Rocky plains and light forest stretched out for miles in front of them. The roar of crashing waves rose up to greet them, and Nathan saw the southern ocean to his left. Behind him stood the snowy peak of Kustespitze far above them, shrouded in fog. Rough mountains and hills ran around it for tens of miles.

This southern section of the Gharrick Mountains was borderline impassable, with the mountains stretching to the coast. Few walking paths existed, and those that did braved the jagged cliffs and treacherous rockfalls along the coast. Nathan knew this terrain well, as he had helped Gareth prepare defenses for it when the demons overran the Federation.

Ruins lay close to a cliff, worn away by centuries of neglect and the salt air. What little remained contained huge cracks and gouges throughout the stonework. The rest had collapsed, or likely been whisked away by the beastkin inhabitants for use elsewhere.

Beneath that ruin was a binding stone. Again, Nathan knew this from history.

What he didn’t recognize was the small village down the hill in front of him. A few dozen huts lay scattered among badly maintained fields. Unlike up north, the beastkin didn’t grow winter crops. The poor soil needed time to rebuild nutrients, and would never sustain a crop in a harsh season.

Fei stared down at the village, as if mesmerized by it.

“Fei?” Nathan said, stepping forward and placing a hand on her head.

She squealed and nearly leaped away. Her tail and ears shot upward, before lowering when she recognized him. The others instinctively reached for their weapons, before staring at Fei in surprise.

“Are you alright?” he asked her.

“I…” Fei licked her lips, then looked back at the village. “I didn’t think I’d ever come back here.”

Come back?

“Home sweet home,” she muttered.


Chapter 10




“Home?” Sen spluttered. “Why didn’t you say something?”

Fei smiled, but Nathan saw how forced it was.

“When Nathan described where we were going, I thought we might be coming here,” she said.

Both Sen and Sunstorm frowned at Fei.

“I thought you liked your home village?” Ciana asked, frowning. “You’ve never spoken negatively about it before, except when it came to food.”

“Oh, it’s great. It’s just…” Fei bit her lip, looking up at Nathan. “This isn’t how I expected to return.”

“What? As a duogem Champion under the greatest Bastion in the Empire?” Sen asked. “I don’t remember much of your past. That means you probably didn’t talk about it much.”

“She didn’t. To be fair, most people who survived the Empire’s collapse didn’t speak of it,” Nathan said.

A pair of wide green eyes tried to catch his gaze. A hint of tears shimmered around the edge of them.

“The village didn’t survive, did it?” she mumbled.

“No. The Enclave was immediately south of the initial invasion, and it’s the furthest point from Trafaumh and Falmir.”

“But… that doesn’t have to happen this time,” she said.

“It didn’t happen, you mean. I stopped the Federation’s plan, and even the follow-up attempts to collapse the Empire,” he said. His hands ran through her hair, tickling her drooping ears. “The Enclave is in the best state it has been in history.”

Fei mouthed something, but then said, “It still looks the same as it was nearly four years ago, when I left for the academy.”

“It’s a fishing village. What would you change about it?” Sunstorm asked.

“Everything?” Maura drawled. “It’s a fucking stain on the landscape. Rundown huts, weed-infested fields, a really shitty carving of the slut everybody thinks is so great.”

Laura nodded along, and Nathan swore he saw Fei smirk as well.

“You know, this would be a great place to start your evil reign,” Maura added, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Lots of poor, disadvantaged beastkin in need of uplifting. They’re the sort of people who could use a messiah.”

Nathan stared at her. “You do realize somebody is enacting that exact plan as we speak, right?”

Sunstorm laughed, while the others grimaced at the reminder of Fyre’s presence.

“Can you sense her?” he asked the Twins.

“I can sense something, but it’s protecting itself with mental magic.” Maura scowled. “As shitty as the mental shields are, they’re enough to stop me from telling apart a Messenger from the real deal.”

“But it’s a similar type of power?”

“Yup.” Laura nodded, and her whole body bounced with the movement. “Definitely ascended magic.”

That was enough for him.

“Hold still, everyone,” he said.

He cast a fifth rank mental ward over everyone. After Sunstorm’s encounter, he suspected Fyre had some ability to read thoughts. How else had she known Sunstorm’s true name?

“Damn. Now you’re casting mobile wards like this,” Maura said. “You’re…” She shook her head. “I can still read your emotions, but that’s it. You’re like a fucking wall.”

“Huh. If you’re so good at this, why didn’t our boss ever find you? Seems weird that he let the goat snap you up.” Laura tilted her head.

“Maybe he has his own Nathan,” Maura suggested.

“Are you serious?” Sen asked. “Is that really a thing?”

“Sure. I don’t think you understand how big infinity is. Because it’s fucking huge. There’s an infinite number of variations of how Doumahr goes kaboom, and every one of those variations has an infinite number of ways that it can play out in turn.”

“We can ponder infinity another day,” Nathan said.

“Ifrit seems interested in the discussion.”

“I bet he is. Ask him how many hours he wants to spend on it.”

Sen fell silent, then became annoyed. “Okay, yeah. Let’s move on. Listening to these idiots drives me nuts after a few minutes. I can’t imagine talking to them for hours.”

As his Champions wandered down the hill, toward Fei’s village, Nathan lingered behind with the Twins.

“You’ll need to keep your distance,” he said. “I’m not touching the binding stone, for your information.”

Laura pouted. “Spoilsport.”

Right as he turned to leave, Maura said, “That kitty has you wrapped around her finger, you know.”

He froze. “Are you going to elaborate on that, or just be annoying?”

“She’s your pet. If you can’t read her emotions, that’s your own damn fault. But I’ll tell you that like recognizes like.” The succubus’s expression darkened. “Fei didn’t expect to return. We made sure we can’t return.”

Grimly, Nathan nodded.

Despite the early hour, only a handful of beastkin wandered about the village. He expected to see children and the elderly. Instead, he found a few motherly women pottering about their huts. Almost all of them tended to maintenance, repairing thatching, fixing fences and doors, or piling up firewood.

One-by-one, the beastkin spotted Nathan and his group. The initial reaction was the same: they froze, then recognized the uniforms and calmed down. Wary gazes monitored them, but none approached.

“What a friendly reception,” Sunstorm said.

“Should we have covered up our uniforms?” Ciana asked.

“That’s the opposite of what we should have done. A man with several fit, attractive women traveling with him during wartime is absurdly suspicious,” Nathan said. “My concern is how few people are here. Surely they can’t all be fishing or hunting.”

Fei shook her head. “This isn’t normal.”

“They’re not all inside rutting, are they?” Sen asked with a grin.

Ciana blushed, while Fei rolled her eyes.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Fei said.

“I dunno. You seem to want to lock yourself in the bedroom with Nathan for weeks at a time when you rut.”

“She wants to lock herself up with Nathan even when she’s not rutting,” Sunstorm said.

“Don’t you?” Fei teased.

The three of them looked between each other, then grinned up at Nathan.

“Settle down,” he said. “Are the houses communal, or does everyone have their own?”

A dark look flickered across Fei’s face. “We own our homes. My parents built theirs over in that direction, deep in the woods. They hunted, rather than fished.”

The other Champions traded looks.

Fei had never brought up her parents before.

“You, uh, hunted a lot before, didn’t you? I bet you had to, given how much you eat.” Sen stepped forward and poked Fei’s stomach, eliciting a giggle from the catgirl.

“Yeah, I had to hunt every day or I’d go hungry,” she said, gaze distant.

Ciana frowned. “You mentioned that years ago, when we first met. They stripped you of your ration allocation.”

“That sounds like the military, not a village,” Sunstorm said.

“Food is usually pooled in beastkin communities,” the unicorn said. “I only lived in a tribe briefly, but everyone worked and were given food in exchange. Bartering was restricted to luxuries.”

“Except for Fei, who eats a cow a day,” Sen said.

“Half a cow,” Fei corrected, a shadow of a smile on her lips.

Nathan paid little attention to their words. He focused on the direction Fei said she had lived, in the woods to the north-west.

A familiar presence greeted his magical senses. That of a horsegirl whose gems still connected to his binding stones. Another magical power overlapped with Fyre’s, but he didn’t recognize it.

“Fyre’s in that direction,” he said.

Fei and Ciana stared at him. Anger rose on Ciana’s face swiftly, while Fei remained impassive.

“I think she has a crowd, but it’s hard to tell,” he added.

“Then we know where the village went. To see their false prophet,” Sunstorm said.

They left the village.

On the outskirts, someone called out to them.

“Wait!” a young voice shouted from a nearby hill.

The beastkin who ran up to them had cat ears like Fei, but his tail was far tamer. His hair was a dirty red and horrendously unkempt. Nathan wouldn’t say anything bad about his clothing, but it was typical of beastkin in the Enclave. Other than a lean, muscular physique, the beastkin had little going for him.

“Those uniforms and crests—has Bastion Nathan sent you here to protect the prophet?” the man asked, his eyes focused on the cloth patch on each of their arms.

Except Nathan’s, of course. He felt the beastkin’s gaze bear into him and sensed danger.

“I am Bastion Nathan,” he said. “I thought I’d be a little more recognizable. How many people walk around with three Champions, including one as recognizable as Fei?”

Despite his encouraging words, Fei shrunk away and didn’t look at the man.

“You’re the—I’m so sorry, I hadn’t realized. If you’re here in person, then she must truly be a Messenger of Omria!”

Sunstorm’s eyes bulged. “What did you just call her?”

“A messenger, sent by the goddess herself. She’s traveled across the Enclave, reminding us that as Omria’s faithful, it is our destiny to claim her empire. Haven’t you heard her speak before?”

“Not recently, as I’ve been a little busy lately,” Nathan said, cutting Sunstorm off before she said anything foolish. “There’s a war on. But I’ve finally found the time to see the prophet myself, before my next move.”

The beastkin nodded repeatedly, his face overcome with awe. “Of course. The prophet has spoken of your tireless efforts to protect us, and we’ve met your soldiers that are fighting in the west.”

Sen hid a scowl and shot Nathan a look. This young beastkin couldn’t take a hint. Nathan wanted to be led to Fyre, not told how amazing she was.

Before either he or Sen said as much, the beastkin turned to Ciana. “You’ll be thrilled to hear her speak. Omria herself finally recognizes us.” He hesitated as his eyes ran over the two human Champions, then he locked onto Fei, who still looked away. “Look, I know it sounds unbelievable at first, but… Jafeila? Is that you?”

Every muscle in Fei’s body tensed. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d guess that she planned to either run away or turn the young man into a pile of gore.

“Hi, Tanner,” Fei mumbled. “Can you show us to the prophet? We’re a little busy.”

“Uh… Wow. You became a Champion. I… can’t believe it.” A dopey smile crossed Tanner’s face, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re called Fei now?”

Fei stared at Tanner and didn’t answer.

Nathan stepped between the two of them. Something dark appeared in Tanner’s eyes.

“As Fei just said, we are busy. If the prophet is close, then I’d like to meet her soon. Every second we waste is one that the rebels can use against us,” Nathan said.

“Oh. Of course, it’s just this way—” Tanner turned and began to walk in the wrong direction.

Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness and appeared in front of him, a hand on a sword. “Maybe your sense of direction is a little wobbly after the excitement of meeting Bastion Nathan himself. Try again.”

Sweat erupted on Tanner’s brow. “Um… I…”

“She told you to distract me, didn’t she?” he said, reaching out with his magical senses.

Oddly enough, Fyre hadn’t moved.

“Not you specifically,” Tanner mumbled. “The prophet does not wish to be disturbed by Bastions. How can I go against Omria’s will?”

“Then I’ll make this easy for you. Is she near Fei’s house?” Nathan asked.

Tanner’s jaw dropped and awe overcame him once again. “You really are the amazing Bastion that the northern warriors speak of. Nobody believes them.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow and waited for an answer.

“Uh, yeah. Her former house,” Tanner said, ducking his head. “I… I can’t lead you there.”

“Great thing we have its real owner with us,” Sen said, wrapping one arm around Fei. “Why don’t you stay here and distract any other Bastions who follow us, hmm? Then you don’t need to feel so bad.”

Without waiting for an answer, they left. Fei led the way, as there wasn’t the slightest sign of a dirt road or track. Tanner stared at them until they vanished into the trees.

“I’m so glad the Twins weren’t here to see that. They would have gotten off on it,” Sen said.

“Was he part of the reason you left?” Sunstorm asked Fei.

The catgirl shook her head.

“Was he a reason you wanted to stay?”

Fei shook her head again.

“Tanner’s the village chief’s son,” she said. “He always liked me. If I’d stayed, then…”

Then she shrugged. Everyone decided to drop the topic.

Nathan wasn’t exactly worried about some random beastkin who had liked Fei in the past. He knew Fei loved him. But the Twins’ words lingered in his mind, and he kept a close eye on her.

After a few minutes, the trees thinned. Fyre’s presence strengthened. Voices drifted through the forest, coming from the direction they walked in. A soft golden light drew them in.

“Sounds like more than just this village is here,” Sen said.

“There are more villages nearby,” Fei said.

“The Enclave contains countless villages, despite the poor state of the land,” Ciana said. “They’re densest along the coast, due to the abundant fish, and in the northern stretches, as better crops grow there.”

“Sounds like Fyre did her recruiting elsewhere first, then. Maybe that’s where she’s been recently,” Sunstorm said.

Shortly before they entered a large clearing, the voices stopped. An eerie hush fell over the forest.

Nathan raised a hand, calling for silence. They crept forward.

Hundreds of beastkin clustered around a small wooden cabin in the clearing. Many of them held golden torches that blazed with magical light, but Nathan doubted the beastkin cast the spell themselves. Almost every single one held a statuette of Omria in their hands. Many carried weapons, but they remained sheathed.

Several beastkin near the rear spotted Nathan and companions. Their eyes locked onto the crests. They remained silent, but wary.

Then a not-so-familiar horsegirl stepped onto the raised porch of the cabin. The entire crowd faced her, raising their statues and torches.

Fyre retained her long blonde hair, the two gems in her collarbone, her blonde horse ears and silken tail, and deep red eyes. Previously, Nathan had compared her to Ciana. The two looked so similar it was almost uncanny.

Except now, a pair of feathered wings protruded from her back. Magic oozed off them, and each feather emitted an aura of golden light. Her garnet gems glowed gold, rather than red.

Finally, a pair of sharp, angular horns protruded from either side of her head. They looked unlike any animal in existence, and entirely unlike succubi horns.

“Did… did she steal my horn?” Ciana whispered.

“Wrong part of her head,” Sen replied. “But… yeah. That spiral pattern looks like yours.”

Fyre then spoke.

“Believers. Faithful. Doubters. Warriors. Providers. I welcome all of you on behalf of Omria.” Fyre looked around the crowd, and a placid smile rose to her lips. “There are many familiar faces in the crowd. Perhaps I should add ‘pilgrims’ to my list.”

The crowd laughed in that awkward manner that only the mesmerized could. They hung on her every word and reacted as she desired.

“I am Omria’s messenger. Many of you already know the message I bring, but it bears repeating,” Fyre said. She raised a fist to the air, and a golden spear of light appeared in it. “Omria’s return is imminent. Her Empire must be restored to the state that her faithful left it in centuries ago. The rot that has built up within it, the cracks formed in its foundation, and the mold clinging under its eaves—all must be cleansed for her.”

Messenger, huh? Fyre used a term that any Bastion knew to be that of the enemy. Her use of it was no mistake, however.

What the hell did it mean?

“Guide us,” one of the believers cried up.

Others joined in. Soon, the braying of Fyre’s flock became almost deafening.

“The imposters who cling to faith as a shield must be purged,” Fyre declared, her voice nearly a screech. “All of you are warriors of Omria, and we all have a role to play. Doumahr once belonged to the beastkin. Long ago, before the Empire, before the Faeries—we raced across this land as a free people. That glory shall be restored to us, so long as we give ourselves to Omria.”

“What if I don’t want to die in a war I don’t care about?” a gruff voice shouted out.

The atmosphere switched, and a buzzing seemed to form in the crowd.

“You may not wish to fight, but others do,” Fyre said, her eyes locking onto the doubtful beastkin. “They are invading the Enclave as we speak. They destroy everything that our glorious goddess created over millennia in their lust for power. Not every battle is won through bloodshed, but right now, others are fighting our war. They bleed for us. Sacrifice for us.”

“Like who? Because I don’t see anyone dying to save my hide,” the gruff beastkin grunted.

Nathan stepped forward. His movement drew Fyre’s attention, but before she could react, he interrupted.

“Me, for one,” he shouted. “And them.” He jabbed his thumb at his Champions.

The crowd of believers turned as one. They stared in shock at him, many recognizing him instantly. A few of the faces seemed familiar, and he suspected they had fought under him recently. He hoped none were defectors from his current army.

Fyre froze from the tips of her wings to the expression on her face. Her red eyes seemed to shift as she stared at him, but Nathan couldn’t tell the difference. Only that something had changed.

“Bastion Nathan, you honor us with your presence,” Fyre said.

The gruff beastkin shouldered his way through the crowd. A ragged, graying beard clung to his face, and made it impossible to place his age. His huge, muscular frame towered over Nathan, for what little it mattered. Everyone in Nathan’s group could snap him like a twig.

Once again, Fei looked away. But this time, the gruff beastkin recognized her immediately.

His expression remained stony. “I hear a lot about you. If this is the best that our goddess sends to aid us, then my time is wasted. I have a village to prepare for winter.”

Then the beastkin, presumably Fei’s old village chief, stalked out of the clearing.

Nathan ignored him. Instead, he watched Fyre.

Or more accurately, the rage that filled Fyre’s eyes and the barely restrained fury that threatened to contort her face into a decidedly un-prophet-like appearance.

Her eyes met his. Something brushed against his mental wards, and it came along the same path as his mental connection with Fyre. Like a puppy trying to shove its way through a closed door, Fyre continued to press against his mind futilely.

The Twins seemed to notice the attack, and Nathan felt them respond along his mental link. What they did, he didn’t know.

Fyre coughed, looked away, then returned to her previous self.

“Doubt is natural. Fighting for what you have been denied is difficult. But you can see for yourselves the form of our fellow defenders, and how fellow beastkin fight for the same cause,” Fyre said. “I beseech you, do not close your mind. Keep Omria in your heart. Only true conviction and strength can reclaim her Empire, and through it, our lost glory.”

As before, the crowd of believers raised their statues and torches. This time, many also raised plain sticks and narrow logs.

Fyre raised her arms, dispelling the golden spear from earlier. Then the entire clearing thrummed with magic.

Instinctively, Nathan reached for his binding stone. Then he realized he wasn’t the target.

The statues glowed. The sticks and logs transformed into the torches. And the torches became almost incandescent, somehow burning even brighter.

Looking closer, Nathan found he could tell the difference between the old and new torches. Some of the original torches held a stronger light than others, as if to suggest they had been blessed more times.

“Return to your villages. Act upon your beliefs,” Fyre said after she finished. “Remember that there is an Empire to reclaim for Omria, but it only comes to the truly faithful.”

“We are the faithful,” dozens of the beastkin shouted, and more echoed the cry afterward.

Fyre smiled, but didn’t continue.

Slowly, the crowd dispersed. A few tried to approach her, but seemed unable to physically take the final steps.

Once a path cleared, Nathan stepped through the crowd. More than a few beastkin held statues up to him, as if he might bless them as well, or his magic might somehow channel into the statues.

A mental barrier surrounded Fyre, so fine that Nathan didn’t sense it until he walked through it. Its protective barrier bounced off his ward.

The horsegirl prophet froze when he effortlessly strode through her defenses.

“Neat trick,” he said. With a wave of his hand, he summoned an aural barrier around them. “I’m guessing that mental magic would have convinced me not to approach?”

Fyre gulped. “We aren’t ready to talk yet, Nathan.” Her voice returned to its natural timbre, but wavered.

“As I’ve found myself saying a lot recently: there’s a war on. Ready or not, let’s talk,” he said.

“No.” She shook her head. “I… Can’t you trust me? Please?”

“I don’t have the slightest clue what you’re doing, other than riling up every beastkin on Doumahr.” He frowned.

“You didn’t stop me.”

“No, because that would be stupid. Regardless of your genuineness, what matters is belief. If everyone believes you’re the prophet, then you are,” he said.

“The power is real,” she said, meeting his eyes. “This is Omria’s power. It…” She gulped. “Why can’t I say it?”

Her last words didn’t feel directed at Nathan.

“Who’s controlling you?” he asked.

“Nobody,” she snapped. “I’m doing this. For you. For the beastkin. For everything that has been done to us in the past.”

Fyre took a step backward and her wings flared out. Nathan sensed spatial magic welling up in them.

“Spatial magic now,” he said. “You can teleport? Plane shift?”

He couldn’t stop her without riling up the remaining believers, given he relied on spell frames. They’d notice his magic before he finished casting it.

“Omria’s power is one with Doumahr,” Fyre said cryptically. “I promise that I won’t attack you or stop you. Our plans help one another. But I can’t talk about them now. Not yet.”

“Oh, come on,” Sunstorm snapped. “What do you even know about Nathan, anyway?”

“I know that you are both Sunstorm and not Sunstorm.”

The assassin froze, then fury rose to her face.

“Choe, stop,” Nathan said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Sunstorm’s face reddened, and she looked down. “Don’t call me that around others.”

“I can’t say anymore,” Fyre said. “That’s maybe too much as it is. I…” She frowned, then tilted her head. “A tether?” Her voice sounded confused and her eyes looked almost vacant.

The pressure Fyre exerted against his mind suddenly vanished.

The next instant, he felt it slam back into his mind with an intensity like lightning. It struck his mind and tingles ran through his veins.

But that was it. Fyre failed to breach his mental ward. Or at least, he assumed so. His protections remained as strong as ever, and his mind felt perfectly intact.

When he dove in to check on it and his binding stones, he saw a collection of tethers to his binding stones and Champions, as well as those to the Twins. At the same time, thousands of tiny tethers ran off his body. These formed his connection to Kadria.

Normally, he couldn’t see them. The shock of the attack must have disturbed them. He didn’t understand how Kadria’s tethers worked. Both she and the Twins claimed Kadria to be incompetent at mental magic, but her mental tethers were far more precise than anything he had ever felt.

No one else sensed Fyre’s attack, save maybe the Twins. They looked between Fyre and Nathan, confused at his growing rage and Fyre’s confusion.

Then someone screamed. “Enemies! Rebels! They’re here for the prophet.”

Dozens of trees exploded in the forest, sending plumes of flame high into the air. Beastkin rushed back to the clearing, hefting their weapons.

Three duogem Champions strode out from the smoke. Each of them wore the uniform of an Imperial Bastion but with no visible beastkin crest. Their Bastion was nowhere in sight.

The Nationalists had snuck past Nathan’s front line.
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The moment Fyre saw the Champions, she raised her arms. Nathan felt magic pour off her.

With a flick of her wrists, Fyre surrounded them with golden barriers of light. The cabin, forest, and almost all beastkin believers stood outside. Nathan, Fyre, and the seven Champions stood inside it.

The lead Nationalist Champion froze. She looked around and realized she had been trapped here.

“Fine by us,” she snapped, then blinked forward. Her comrades joined her.

Each enemy Champion had two gems, and they weren’t the usual Champion trio of diamond, sapphire, and amethyst. All three were humans.

In fact, only the lead duogem had amethysts. The sorceress in the rear wore rubies, as did the brawler. All three women looked a few years older than Fei, but that still made them fairly young.

Fei intercepted the first attack. She blurred forward and blue flames erupted around her entire body.

The amethyst Champion shuddered to a halt. Her longsword crashed into Fei’s scimitar. The gems of both women flashed. Flames roared from Fei’s sword.

They incinerated the ground where the enemy had stood, but she had already vanished. The enemy whirled past Fei. Her sword dove for Nathan. Her gems greatly enhanced her speed, turning her into a blindingly fast fighter.

Sunstorm’s blade nearly took the enemy’s head off. The amethyst duogem rolled, but Sunstorm teleported after her. Cursing, Fei also gave chase.

In the rear, the sorceress snapped off a fireball with one hand, while casting a fifth rank spell with the other.

Power flared in Nathan’s hand and he dismissed the fireball with a blast of power. He needed a binding stone to do so, but with four behind him, he didn’t hold back.

“How did she cast so fast?” Sen complained. “I didn’t see a spell frame.”

“Rubies often allow for spell storage. She’s casting spells she prepared earlier, but they’re almost certainly fourth rank or lower,” Nathan said. “The real danger is that fifth rank spell.”

“Got it.” Sen slammed her sword into the ground, and it glowed with a supercharged fourth rank spell. “I’ll make her dance. Let’s see her keep her concentration through this.”

Lines of lava ran across the clearing toward the enemy sorceress. A barrier sprang up to defend her, but exploded upon contact with Sen’s spell.

“Like hell your shitty gems can match Ifrit,” Sen shouted triumphantly, still pumping magic through her sword.

“Tough words for a pretend Champion,” the final enemy said.

She carried no weapons other than her rubies and a pair of thick gauntlets, which glowed with magic. Her gems flashed and Nathan watched as the gauntlets turned an almost incandescent purple.

If he was right, her gauntlets contained huge reserves of magic that she’d unleash on contact. Other than sapphires, rubies were the ideal gem to provide special abilities. Where sapphires revolved around magical disruption, empowering sorcery, and emulating magic, rubies excelled at storing magic, releasing it, and enchanting physical objects.

The duogem brawler leaped forward, her fists primed to turn someone into a bloody mess.

Ciana casually raised her hand and activated her own duogem ability. A wall of impenetrable silver light cut the clearing in half.

A purple gauntlet slammed into it. Light bloomed across the surface of Ciana’s barrier, but she didn’t even flinch. Another explosion rippled off the barrier a moment later.

The magic cleared, and a furious Champion glared at them. Her gauntlets lost their glow.

Then her eyes widened. Her gems flickered gold. Nathan felt a surge of magical energy around him, but it somehow felt both distant and close at the same time.

An eruption of golden light vaporized the Champion. When it cleared, nothing remained. He couldn’t even see ash drift to the ground.

Ciana dispelled her barrier. Her face remained impassive. Behind her, Fyre lowered her outstretched arm with a smug look.

“Ida!” the sorceress screamed, her voice filled with terror.

Unlike her opponent, Sen didn’t lose focus. She grinned and darted forward. The lava lines vanished instantly, but she didn’t need them anymore.

Her sword sliced through the sorceress’s spellcasting arm. A scream erupted, followed by fireball after fireball slamming into Sen. She rolled away and desperately cast a barrier.

Sunstorm appeared next to her and whisked Sen away.

Blue flames surged through the clearing, and the sorceress barely had a moment to react before Fei appeared. Her fireball melted away against the catgirl’s magic-consuming flames. A moment later, Fei’s sword cut through her neck.

The amethyst Champion screamed as she saw both her friends killed. Apparently, she was still in the fight.

As before, she leaped at Nathan. Ciana’s gems gleamed and she attempted to stop the enemy.

But her barrier appeared behind the swift foe and her sword cut only air. The amethyst Champion’s sword thrust toward Nathan.

He shifted slightly, but knew he wasn’t fast enough to dodge. Instead, he allowed the attack to strike him in the lower chest. A supercharged fourth rank spell glimmered in his hand.

The sword cut through his breastplate, driven by the power of a Champion. Ciana’s gems gleamed.

Then it glanced off his skin, barely drawing blood. The enemy stumbled, attempting to correct herself and attack again.

Nathan met her with a spell to the face. His blades of wind knocked her down, even if they didn’t have the power to kill her. She still attempted to rise, gurgling blood from what was left of her face and throat.

Sunstorm appeared on top of her and put her out of her misery.

“What a waste,” she said. “Not even a head to collect. One vaporized, Fei’s cut wasn’t clean, and you nearly cut this one into ribbons.”

“Battles are for winning, not collecting trophies,” Nathan said.

He checked his surroundings. If another Champion attacked, he wanted to be ready. Another problem occupied his thoughts at the same time.

“They nearly got a trophy,” Sunstorm said. “Why didn’t you dodge?”

“Because I share Ciana’s durability through her gems, and that amethyst Champion pumped everything into speed,” he explained. “I’ve seen very few duogems capable of moving that fast, and they sacrifice too much power in the process.”

“You’re always ahead of your enemies,” Fyre said.

He turned to face her.

“Aleich,” she said. “I’ll see you in Aleich.”

Then her wings glimmered with that strange light, and she teleported away. He felt the tear in space she created as she plane shifted. The golden barriers collapsed the moment she vanished.

“Prophet!” the beastkin screamed, rushing into the clearing. “Bastion Nathan, you are unharmed?”

“Close enough,” he said, waving them off. “Did any of you see them before they arrived? Was there a man with them?”

Rumblings rippled through the beastkin.

“We’ll hunt them down,” one said. “Outsiders can’t go far in the Enclave.”

“Wait, I—”

They didn’t listen, and instead surged off on a witch hunt for any non-beastkin nearby.

“Fuck,” he said. “There’s still a Bastion nearby.”

The attack made little sense. On paper, three duogem Champions that specialized in swift, heavy assaults should have won against Nathan. But he had a reputation and it had been well-earned.

Plus, if the Bastion really thought he’d win, why didn’t he help? If he was strong enough to maintain three Champions, he definitely had some combat capability and likely two binding stones.

No. Something was awry.

The Twins crash landed next to him, drawing him from his thoughts. They whirled, hair and tits swinging around wildly.

“Where did she go? I fucking sensed the bitch trying to break into your mind,” Maura snapped, darkness shimmering over her arms.

Nathan gave them a mental shove. “Calm down.”

Both Twins froze, then dismissed their magic. Fortunately, if any beastkin noticed, it got chalked up to crazy Champion nonsense. They paid little attention to the Twins. Their illusions must work.

“She’s gone?” Maura asked. “Fuck. I can’t sense the slightest trace of her.”

“Did you understand anything about her while she was here?”

“There are two magical signatures mixed up in her. Maybe three, even. But she’s all brawn. She slammed into your ward like a blind bull. That other blast was the same, but weirder.” Maura shook her head. “Just a huge surge of magical energy, pumped through a leyline.”

“A leyline?” he asked. “Did she connect the leyline to the enemy Champion’s gems?”

“Uh… maybe? We only felt the leyline. While that barrier was up, I felt jack and shit from inside it.” Maura frowned. “If she burned out a Champion’s gems from inside out, that’s some wicked shit. Not even Koji can pull that off, and he’s the master of crazy magical manipulation.”

That boded poorly. Fyre apparently lacked finesse, but had enough skill to use a technique that Thanatos was incapable of.

Was she the real deal?

“Can you sense the Bastion? We can handle Fyre later,” he said.

The Twins shook their heads.

“Fuck. Then…” he trailed off.

His Champions gathered around him, waiting for his orders. Only Sunstorm appeared interested in running off on her own. She held back, however.

If the attack was a distraction, what might it be distracting him from?

“The binding stone,” he said.

“Uh, isn’t it sealed?” Laura tilted her head.

“If they’re Nationalists, they’ll know the encryption codes,” Sen gasped.

Nathan shook his head. “They shouldn’t. The wards on these binding stones are ancient and the entire region was removed from noble control. The Emperor likely maintains personal control over who knows anything about these stones.”

“So it leaked,” Sunstorm said flatly.

He nodded.

Aleich sounded less safe by the second. Alice relied entirely on Leopold, but what if they were surrounded by enemies? He needed to help them as soon as possible.

“We can worry about that later. Let’s go,” he said.

Raising his hand, he cast a fifth rank ascended spell. The space in front of them distorted. It no longer showed the trees in front of them, but instead the plains around Fei’s clearing.

His breathing deepened from the effort. A year ago, he had been barely capable of using spatial magic to move himself across a room. Against Thanatos, he had improved enough to erase the Messenger’s magical blade.

With the new lesson from the Twins, he understood how the world worked better than before. There wasn’t much difference between here and over there. What mattered was what separated the two. If Nathan could connect the start and end point in his mind, then he could connect two separate spaces.

Just like a gateway. Only he did it with a wave of his hand.

“That was a fast fifth rank spell,” Sen said with wide eyes.

“You’re not the only person trying to improve their spellcasting speed,” he said. “Everyone, through the portal.”

They piled through. The Twins marveled at his spell on the other side.

“Damn, this is a nice gateway. It’s almost stable, too,” she said. “Hook it up to a power source and you could create gateways anywhere.”

“It’s been on my mind,” he admitted. “There are wards that block gateways, but I don’t know if they’ll apply to my spells.”

When he had attempted to establish a gateway to Aleich earlier, Maylis had refused him due to her desire for neutrality. Now he lacked the time to create one. Alternative methods were needed.

He dismissed his spell, which alleviated the magical pressure he felt. In the distance, they saw figures near the ruins of the ancient castle.

“I see three people,” Sunstorm said.

“Really? Looks like two to me.” Sen frowned as she ran uphill. “Maybe three.”

“It’s two, you morons,” Maura shouted. “But a third jackass went underground.”

Nathan cursed. Without prompting, his Champions shot ahead.

Sunstorm rapidly teleported up the hill, while Fei shot up like an arrow. Sen, Ciana, and Nathan raced after them as fast as they could. The unicorn matched her pace almost exactly to Nathan’s and remained close to him, eyes peeled.

Up top, they found Sunstorm kneeling over a corpse wearing traveler’s clothes. A dagger lay discarded on the ground.

“Just a soldier,” she said. “Nothing to identify him. Likely some sort of agent.”

Nathan looked around as the Twins landed beside him.

“Where are the others?” he asked.

“The beastkin went underground as well,” Laura said.

“They’re being aided by a beastkin?” he asked.

“Could be a slave,” Sunstorm said. “They are those sort of people.”

“Good point.” He made a chopping motion toward the entrance. “In we go. If I feel the binding stone activate, I’ll warn you. But don’t slow down. We need to stop him from reactivating the damn thing. I really don’t want him to wake the portal up. Somebody might notice.”

They entered the ruins. The sandstone substructure was in better shape than the ruins above ground, but water pooled everywhere. Rubble obstructed their progress. It also told them what direction the enemy went, as they saw signs of a recent visitor.

“Whoever came here knew exactly where the binding stone is,” Nathan said.

“Ooh, maybe this is a Messenger ploy,” Laura said. “It’d be a good one. Use their servant to open up a portal so they can invade.”

“How do they create a servant if they haven’t invaded yet?” he asked. Kadria had said something about Messengers valuing servants, but he only vaguely remembered it.

“They don’t create them, they have them in storage,” Maura said, clambering over a fallen pillar. “We slip them through portals during invasions. During the chaos, it’s fairly easy for a human to pretend to be one of your soldiers, after all. Then they vanish and start causing chaos.”

A chill ran down his spine.

How many Messenger servants had snuck into his original world?

For that matter, had any already broken through? Both the Twins and Thanatos had caused enough chaos to easily slip in their own agents. Not to mention the other two invasions.

“Sometimes you make it hard for me to sleep at night,” he said.

“Well, the fix for that is lots of sex,” Maura said. “Don’t worry. We don’t keep servants. Nobody was ever useful enough to keep around for long. That’s why we wanted you. If the little goat liked you, surely you’d be worth investing in, right?” She grinned.

Given Maura’s recent actions, maybe she hadn’t given up on the servant idea. Nathan ignored her and pressed on.

Mumbling reached their ears as they got close to the binding stone. They crept up to the archway that led to the stone.

“Did I decrypt the code wrong?” someone muttered inside the room. “No. I have the spell here, and the decryption cipher. Maybe I’m casting it wrong. It’s been years since I removed a binding stone ward.”

The Bastion stood over the binding stone, looking between a notepad and a piece of blank paper. A series of black bands ran over the stone, just like had been the case at Kravum Rock.

They all looked at each other. Before Nathan gave anyone an order, Sunstorm and Fei charged forward.

A scimitar and short sword sliced through the Bastion at the same time. Blue flames erupted from Fei for good measure. He gurgled out a scream as he collapsed on top of the binding stone. Not a single spell escaped him.

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Maura said. She poked the binding stone. “Sure you don’t want to start an evil empire?”

Rather than answer, Nathan picked up the notebook and the blank paper. The notebook had handwritten notes in it. The handwriting couldn’t be his, given everything in the book looked like it had been written by a posh noblewoman.

The paper drew his attention, and he passed the notebook to Sunstorm.

“Sunstorm, what do you make of the notebook?” he said.

“It’s camouflage. The handwriting isn’t his, but every other page is that of a noblewoman’s diary. If somebody opened it, they wouldn’t know what they were reading.” She tapped the page the enemy had been reading. “This page is encoded with a cipher. Is it on your paper?”

He flipped the paper back and forth. It still looked blank.

The Bastion had somehow read this. The trick must be magical in nature. Gareth’s many hints about spycraft came to mind, but Nathan drew blanks. He’d never been good at it.

“It’s some form of invisible ink,” he said. “I can’t read it. Can you?”

Sunstorm shook her head after analyzing the paper. “Try Seraph or Narime. Both of them know all sorts of weird techniques.”

He grunted.

Everything seemed to have been wrapped up. He’d tracked down Fyre, even if she got away. As Sunstorm said, she seemed to be Fyre through and through. That obsessive gaze and desire for him gave her away.

Fei’s village appeared obsessed with Fyre, but not the chief. Nathan might remain here for a little longer to win over some hearts and minds. As frustrating as he found Fyre, her cult supported him.

The Nationalists had attacked, but failed miserably. The secret behind their failure likely lay in this cipher.

Who had provided it to them, however?

For that matter…

“Hey, what happened to the beastkin who came down here with him?” Sen asked.
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Their search for the missing beastkin turned up nothing.

“You’re sure she came down here?” Sunstorm asked the Twins.

“There was only one horned chick in a robe, and she ran down into the ruins. This place is a flooded wreck. There’s no way she got out without us knowing,” Maura said.

“Maybe she knew of another exit.”

“I’ve never found one. I used to come here when I was small.” Fei held her hand up and sniffed the air. “There’s no airflow, and everything smells damp and musty. Unless an animal dug a new hole, there’s only one entrance.”

“Magic, then?” Sen proposed, leaning on her sword beside the binding stone.

“Nuh-uh.” Laura shook her head. “Didn’t sense a thing.”

“Alright, so she was a ghost. Or the two of you are crazy and stupid.”

“Fuck you,” Maura spat.

“You need to come up with new insults.” Sen grinned.

While the ladies argued over what had become of their escaped quarry, Nathan circled the binding stone.

Then he reached out and removed the wards protecting it. The chamber fell silent as the others stared at him in shock.

“Change your mind? Want to become god king with a harem of beautiful women?” Maura asked.

“He already has us,” Fei said.

“A bigger harem. One that does more cock sucking and less talking.”

Nathan shook his head. “No. I just wanted to confirm that the wards were the same as in my world. The encryption hadn’t changed since Gareth unraveled them. Whatever stopped our dead friend here has nothing to do with the ward.” He gestured to the dead Bastion on the ground.

His suspicions confirmed, Nathan cast his own ward on the binding stone. Normally, he used a form of encryption invented by Falmir and his own future codes.

Something gave him pause. Describing the feeling was hard.

If pushed, Nathan would say that he sensed that something was deeply amiss in what had happened today. Even if the enemy had good spies, their actions made little sense.

Nathan’s actions so far had been predicated on the idea that he was the only person who knew more than he should. But as the Twins had said, there were an infinite number of Nathans out there.

His assumption was faulty.

This time, Nathan’s ward was a unique one. The encryption was closer to what he used in Gharrick Pass for his vault and meeting room. If he died, the binding stone would be effectively unusable until somebody destroyed his ward with brute force or it ran out of magic.

That was the reason binding stone wards typically used simpler magic—they needed to be secure, but accessible by a large number of Bastions. Nathan’s ward only needed to be unlocked by him. He thought of it like a door lock that accepted any key that fit, versus a vault door that only accepted a specific combination out of an infinite number of combinations.

“You’re getting paranoid,” Maura said.

He grunted and turned to leave.

As he did so, the Twins pressed themselves against him from both sides.

“It’s a good thing,” she continued. “Something was very off about that prophet bitch.”

“You said something about multiple magical signatures?” he asked.

“Yeah. That’s usually a sign of possession, like the fiery chick with the creepy voyeur in her head.” Maura jabbed a thumb toward Sen.

“Hey!” Sen protested. She jogged forward to join them. “Ifrit’s way too much of a prude to watch me fuck Nathan.”

“You sound like you don’t even care,” Maura drawled.

“I like that,” Laura said.

“You would.”

Sen rolled her eyes. “You kinda get used to having a mental roommate. Anyway, Ifrit reckons Fyre was possessed as well. He thinks she’s the real deal, but also warned you not to trust her.”

Nathan stopped. “What? Ifrit thinks she’s the prophet?”

“Errr, not quite.” Sen screwed up her face. “He said something like ‘her power is that of her avatar, but not her soul’ or some cryptic nonsense.”

“Can he be less cryptic?” Nathan asked.

“He got spooked when she vaporized that Champion.” Sen grimaced, then pulled Nathan toward the exit. “What’s an avatar, by the way?”

“It means the horse is channeling the fake goddess’s power,” Maura said with a scowl. “Or something close enough. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” She pulled at her hair and walked backward. “Holy shit, this is why everything is going nuts. I’ve never been here during the start of a new cycle. No wonder the little goat has been so busy. The boss must be going fucking nuts right now.”

Laura’s lip quivered. “Really? You think it’s real?”

“New cycle?” Nathan shrugged Sen off, then grabbed Maura. She didn’t resist. “Explain. Don’t give me bullshit.”

“I don’t know enough to give you anything other than the runniest of shit,” she said. “By the time we arrived here, all the worlds repeated the same loop: goddess bitch is gone, human nations begin to collapse, world ends at the hands of either us, the little goat, Thanatos, or Beatrice. A new cycle is when that changes.”

“I thought that was what I was trying to do all along,” he said.

“Well, sure. But nobody thought you could just click your fingers and stop the end of the world overnight.” Maura shrugged. “This is, like, official. The boss is flinging Messengers at you, the goddess bitch is making her return, and if it all shakes out, the result is something entirely new.”

Maura’s words slowly sank in.

“You’re saying that Kadria has been planning this all along?” he asked.

“Maybe? She’s seen several cycles. I hate to admit it, but she knows how this shit works. Hell, I think she’s fought the goddess bitch before.” Maura shrugged again.

“This would have been useful info to have before,” he growled.

“Really? Because what are you even going to do with my shitty explanation?” The succubus let out a self-deprecating laugh. “The person who is holding back her plan isn’t here.”

Clenching his fists, Nathan wracked his mind for his next action.

“You didn’t think Fyre could possibly be the prophet,” he said.

“Sure, and neither did you. Didn’t those Frenchies up north spend lots of time trying to create a prophet in your world?” Maura raised an eyebrow.

Frenchies? What the fuck was Maura talking about?

“Are you talking about Trafaumh?” Nathan asked. “Look, their insane divinity project went nowhere. Not to mention how obvious any prophet created by them would be. I never suspected them to be behind Fyre for good reason.”

His Champions stared at him in shock. None of them were aware of Trafaumh’s experiments, although the shadow that ran across Sen’s and Sunstorm’s faces meant they recalled negative emotions regarding as much. Trafaumh’s secrets had been exposed to everyone when their nation collapsed.

Maura continued, “The most likely answer was that Fyre’s a Messenger, or a plant, or a set-up by the boss. Could still be that, but the fact she’s genuinely using the power of the world changes everything. Isn’t that why you brought us here? So that we could confirm if she’s the real deal or not? Job done. She’s close enough. Now you need to survive long enough to find out what comes next.”

“Kadria isn’t going to be in her mental world when I return, is she?” he asked.

“Doubt it.”

How frustrating. Next time he found the goat, he’d shake the answers out of her.

“I think I’m a little lost,” Fei said, wincing at the looks thrown her way. “Hey, don’t pretend you know what’s going on!”

“I know.” Sen puffed out her chest, then winced when Sunstorm hit her in the back of the head.

Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “After demons overran my world, a Messenger called Kadria brought me here. She claimed that it was to save this world from becoming the forsaken wasteland that my world became, but I never knew her true intentions.”

“Sounds trustworthy,” Sunstorm drawled.

“I thought the same thing you did. But she never betrayed me, became less prickly over time, and even helped me with the Twins.” He nudged his head their way. “She has an employer only referred to as ‘boss,’ who exists outside of space and time, and who is responsible for creating Messengers and invading Doumahr. I’ve gathered that Kadria has been trying to escape his clutches for some time now. It sounds like this might be related—if she’s creating a cycle without his permission, isn’t that outright betrayal?”

“Sure, but the boss never acts openly,” Laura said. “If he ever directly reached his tendrils into Doumahr, then the slut goddess would instantly resurrect and regain all of her power. That’s the opposite of what he wants.”

“What does he want?” Nathan asked, frustrated.

“An infinitely large meal,” Maura said. “Honestly, we don’t really know. The boss offers us an eternity of fun, freedom from our shitty lives, and immortality, so long as we don’t piss him off. Maybe he can’t beat the slut goddess, but it seems a bit weird to me, y’know?”

“So, Fyre’s emergence is a good thing?” Fei asked.

“Maybe,” Nathan said.

“It definitely rattled our boss,” Maura added.

Once outside, several of the local beastkin clustered around. They shied away from his Champions, although he didn’t miss the lustful gazes they shot at the Twins. He especially didn’t miss the grins the succubi shot back.

“Behave,” Nathan said.

“We are. As if we’re going to waste our time on these chumps.” Maura rolled her eyes.

“It’s fun to preen, though.” Laura winked at him. “Jealous?”

“Of what?” he asked flatly, then turned away.

The Twins stopped showing off and chose to stick to him like glue. Somehow, the attention from the locals only intensified.

A beastkin rushed up the hill. Nathan recognized him from the gathering. He had been one of those who had carried a weapon, and rushed off when Nathan suggested others might have helped the Nationalists.

The newcomer stopped short and stared at Nathan with wide eyes. Awe showed on his face as he looked at the succubi hanging off Nathan.

Instead of approaching Nathan, the beastkin trotted up to Fei.

“Lady Champion, I have a report,” he said, giving a rough salute. Nathan suspected the beastkin lacked military training, especially given the makeshift spear he carried.

Fei’s lips twitched, and she looked between the beastkin and Nathan, who nodded.

“Call me Captain Fei,” she said, causing the newcomer to shift in embarrassment.

She waited. When nothing more was said, she continued, “What’s the report?”

“Oh!” The beastkin jumped. “We’ve found the associate of the traitors who assaulted your Bastion and the prophet. He’s a merchant. Denies everything, but his wagon is loaded with weapons. Luka wanted to gut him on the spot, but I thought you might have questions first.”

Fei managed to hold back a scowl, but her annoyance showed on her face.

For a moment, it looked as though the beastkin guard was about to run away in a panic.

“Do you usually kill merchants without bringing them to the soldiers?” Fei asked.

“I—I told him we shouldn’t, but he brought those heretics here and—”

She cut him off. “Show us where he is. Nathan will talk to him. It’s our duty to handle this.”

The beastkin glowered at the ground, too scared to direct his anger at a Champion. “All of your soldiers are out west, or at the capital. You left us.”

Hurt and regret flashed across Fei’s face. Her fists clenched, but she recovered and her face regained its usual smile. Even if her expression looked far sharper than usual, and her tail lashed back and forth like a whip.

“I’ll talk to the nearby knights and officers. They’ll come by over the next few days. If you want to fight, then I’ll let you fight, but you’ll be organized. We’re all fighting for the same thing. I came from here—most of my knights grew up in the Enclave. Don’t act like we don’t know what it’s like,” Fei said.

“Yes, Captain,” the beastkin man mumbled.

“Take us to the merchant.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Fei simmered silently as they walked along overgrown paths. Sen and Sunstorm remained close to her and their chatter filled the air, but the catgirl said nothing.

“Nothing good comes out of going backward in life,” Maura muttered. “Best decision you ever made was refusing to go back to Falmir, Nathan.”

He’d never thought of his decision that way. But he felt they were right.

A wagon stood in the center of a rundown dirt road that ran west, past the village and through the forest. Beastkin surrounded it. Their weapons looked just as makeshift, other than those carrying axes. Several of them eyed the boxes of cargo laid out behind the wagon, which contained countless steel swords, pikes, shields, and some smaller weaponry.

Nathan turned to the beastkin who had led them here and said, “I’ll be staying here for the night. Is anybody occupying the cabin the prophet used earlier?”

The beastkin guard shook his head.

“I’ll clean it up for you. I think it’s been empty for months. Dunno what the nearby village uses it for, but it’s yours, Lord Bastion.”

Nathan nodded. He saluted and waited for the beastkin to return it.

Then he took a look at the arms dealer standing beside the wagon. His Champions sidled up alongside him, Fei trailing behind them.

The first thing that stood out was that the merchant wasn’t human, nor was he beastkin.

No, he was an elf.

A pair of pointed ears jutted out of copper hair. The faded traveling silks of the merchant contrasted strongly against his elegant looks. Like most elves, he had a strong jaw, steely eyes, and a face ripped from an expensive portrait.

Also like most elves, he looked like an asshole.

Despite the similar names, elves and dark elves weren’t the same race. Races with pointed ears were all grouped together as elves. In many languages, faeries were even called “winged elves.”

That naming convention became even more confusing given the elves believed they came from across the seas. Recorded history contained nothing about a ship ever successfully crossing the oceans that surrounded Doumahr to the north, south, and west.

The differences between dark elves and their sunlight-loving kin were too numerous to list. The most obvious was skin color. Their ears differed in shape too, with dark elves possessing long, pointed ears that drooped with emotion, while ordinary elves had ears that looked almost human.

But the most obvious difference lay in facial appearance. Elves were handsome and beautiful almost to a fault. Every elf that Nathan had ever met suffered from resting bitch face, with even the poorest, filthiest elves looking like pompous assholes.

Naturally, this caused problems after the fall of Arcadia in his original timeline. Officially, elves weren’t discriminated against. Unofficially, they failed to blend in to human society. The reasons rarely went more than skin deep.

Nathan approached the elven merchant. The elf attempted to smile in return, but it came across more as a contemptuous sneer. Only years of experience with elves allowed Nathan to tell the difference.

A true elven sneer carried a level of revulsion and hatred in it that, once experienced, could never be mistaken for anything else.

“The Enclave is a strange place for an elf to be during a war,” Nathan said, speaking in the faerie tongue.

The elf’s smile vanished. Fear flickered in his eyes.

“It’s a strange place for a famous Bastion to be as well,” the elf replied, shoulders squared. His eyes shifted back and forth, as if searching for an escape route.

Sunstorm and Fei made sure to cut those off. They gave him an odd look due to what he was saying, however. No doubt they couldn’t understand him.

“Last I checked, I work for the duchess responsible for this land. Keeping it safe from traitors, invaders, demagogues, and smugglers is part of a day’s work.” Nathan smiled.

The elf let out a fake laugh. “Damn. You know your Faerie well. Where the fuck did you find the time to learn it, anyway? Does the Empire have some secret plan to invade Arcadia?”

“If the Empire wanted to invade Arcadia, they wouldn’t bother to learn the language. They’d force you to learn ours,” Nathan said drily. “I’m an Imperial noble. Learning Faerie is required. The pompous pricks that run your country refuse to speak anything else.”

This was true, in both this world and Nathan’s original one. Both versions of Nathan had learned Faerie as a youth due to his noble birthright. Faeries might rule a declining nation, but they refused to admit it. They demanded others speak to them in their own language and tended to react violently if insulted.

Ironically, Bastions weren’t taught Faerie. Perhaps if a Bastion became involved with faeries, things were bad enough that violence was inevitable.

“At least we can agree that the faeries are pompous pricks,” the elf said. He patted his pockets, then produced a stick of tobacco.

Sunstorm nearly gutted him for it. Suddenly reaching into his pocket with an assassin nearby hadn’t been the merchant’s smartest move.

“Want one?” the elf asked.

“Can’t stand the stuff,” Nathan said.

Shrugging, the elf used a first rank spell to light the tobacco. Sunstorm didn’t react to the spell, given it would barely singe Nathan’s eyebrows if used offensively.

“Name’s Tarkan,” the elf said. “You seem to have me at a disadvantage and the beastkin are jumpy, so why don’t we get down to business?”

“If by business, you mean explaining everything about yourself and what you’re doing here, by all means,” Nathan said.

“I’m a traveling merchant. Even got my guild membership and a stack of trading licenses from Archduke von Milgar.” Tarkan gestured to the piles of pikes, shields, arrows, and other weapons piled on the ground by the beastkin. “I bought these legally, you can’t tax me on them unless you want the guild to break your legs, and I have the legal right to sell them in all Imperial territory.”

“Uh huh. Let’s leave aside who in the merchant guild will even try to break my legs,” Nathan said, to a grin from Tarkan. “I don’t give a shit about the weapons. If you don’t have a customer, I’ll buy them all, even.”

The elf blinked. “Uh, you will?”

“How would you describe the current circumstances I am in?” Nathan said.

“War.”

“And what do I need for a war?”

“You seem to have plenty of weapons, Bastion,” Tarkan said bluntly. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you the last couple of years. All those excess weapons from the Federation never made it past your border.”

“I’ll never say no to more,” Nathan said.

Tarkan remained silent, but his expression turned stony.

“Tell me about your passengers,” Nathan said.

“My brother’s an ambassador from Arcadia,” Tarkan suddenly blurted out. “Been out of a job recently, with all the recent tensions and heresy accusations thrown about. But I’m well connected.”

“Answer the question. I’m sure your brother didn’t become an ambassador for Arcadia by letting emotions get in his way.”

“Cold.” Tarkan grinned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, I knew they were Nationalists. But I’m only a merchant. Finding guards has been hard lately. Everything is political now. I needed thugs to keep my weapons safe.”

“Sure. But what merchant wastes their time bringing expensive steel weaponry to the Enclave?” Nathan asked.

“Last I checked, there’s a war on. Imperial funds have been flowing into the arms of beastkin for years, thanks to you and your old man.” The elf’s grin sharpened. “Figured with all this religious fervor, that some of those beastkin might be interested in paying a healthy sum to arm their kin.”

“Have there been?”

“Information is worth its weight in gold. Metaphorically speaking. I prefer to be paid in paper, personally. Much easier to carry banking notes than chests full of gold,” Tarkan said.

An arms dealer from Arcadia, transporting Nationalist soldiers, and with all the paperwork to make himself effectively untouchable in ordinary circumstances. Hell, his brother probably was an ambassador.

All of this added up, but only if Nathan knew the equation.

Fortunately, he did.

“Okay. How’s this for metaphorical gold: which nation is paying for your services right now? Arcadia? The Imperial Spymaster? Or are you still working for Falmir?”

Tarkan froze.

Sunstorm noticed the change in atmosphere and placed her hands on her swords. Her onyx gleamed. If the elf made a break for it, she’d be on him in a second.

“Let’s make a deal,” Tarkan said.


Chapter 13




“Adeal? Sure. Here are my terms: tell me all your recent actions and I won’t hand you over to the local cultists,” Nathan told Tarkan, expression completely impassive.

“Nice to see we’re on the same page about the locals,” the elf merchant muttered. “Fuck. You’re so much different than people told me. I’ve avoided going near you because everything about you gives me the fucking chills. A newbie Bastion conquering the Federation, defeating Messengers, and now starting a civil war? I was told it was because you were a naïve hero.”

“And?”

“Heroes don’t start civil wars, or call out this insanity for what it is. You’re riding an inferno, while everybody else thinks it’s just a large wave.” Tarkan shook his head. “Yeah, I’m a free agent. Arcadia sent me here decades ago, but the recent instability means they’ve lost their interest in external affairs. Your spymaster kept me afloat for a bit, but Falmir and Trafaumh throw me bones from time to time.”

“What about this trip?” Nathan asked, gesturing to the wagon, then south to the ruins.

Tarkan’s gaze became distant, and he looked due west. “It’s complicated.”

Nathan gripped his sword.

“Not like that.” The elf raised his hands in panic. “I mean that I got multiple jobs at once, but they all related to each other. Falmir, Tharban, and the Spymaster all wanted different things.”

“The Spymaster?” A chill ran down Nathan’s spine.

“I, uh, swapped out a package intended for the Nationalists.” Tarkan winced. “I might be working for a few folks here. Falmir paid me to handle a package for the Nationalists, then to transport extra cargo west, over the border. Tharban paid me separately to then transport a Bastion here. The same Bastion I gave the package, in fact. Except, like I said, I swapped it out for the Spymaster.”

“So you took two jobs, and a double-cross,” Nathan said. “I take it you don’t know the contents of the package?”

“Would they hire me if I did?” Tarkan laughed.

His mind raced. The Spymaster had sabotaged one of Falmir’s plans. Without a doubt, that plan connected to the encryption code for the binding stone that hadn’t worked.

This solved one question, but brought up more. Falmir had somehow gotten their hands on national secrets. The Spymaster knew, but the best they could do was sabotage.

Tharban’s involvement made sense, at least. If he could seize an inert binding stone behind Nathan’s lines, it would have given the Nationalists a huge advantage during the siege of Aleich. Not to mention the bastard’s desire to destroy the Enclave.

“Were the weapons cover?” Nathan asked.

“I mean, if I could sell them, it would be nice. Falmir definitely won’t turn them down,” Tarkan said.

Nathan narrowed his eyes.

“You’re a highly competent merchant. A trusted agent in clandestine affairs, apparently. Presumably experienced in black market trades,” he said.

“Ahaha, you’re buttering me up.” The merchant grinned nervously. “Is this the part where you eat me?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any rare Champion gems in your possession? Onyxes, jades, that sort of thing?” Nathan asked. “You see, there’s been a shortage of them. Mysterious buyers snapping them up under the table at obscene prices and smuggling them out of the Empire. Seems like the sort of thing you might know something about.”

Surprisingly, Tarkan relaxed. “Well now, I might. But, see, if information is worth metaphorical gold, gems trade in more transcendental currencies. Like keeping me alive when my original buyer sends an assassin Champion after me.”

“I’m running a war that spans the entire Empire. I have my own Champions,” Nathan said drily.

“You have to win for me to feel safe.” The elf sized him up. “The weapons were cover, but not for gems. Soldiers see the weapons and don’t think twice about the guards. They see my license, glare at me, and maybe tell me to fuck off. But they don’t look closer.”

“What would it take to acquire the gems?” Nathan asked.

“Like a dog with a bone. I can see that I was right to avoid you.” Tarkan bit the inside of his cheek and looked thoughtful. “I wasn’t Falmir’s only buyer, but I still have one of their packages. A smart agent always has leverage, and something about their last communication set my teeth on edge.”

“They plan to kill you anyway.”

“The Bastion I deal with is a nasty customer. Knows far too much about the unsavory side of the world for an upstanding warrior of light. Kind of like you, really.” The elf laughed.

“That wouldn’t be Gareth Pike, would it?”

“Fuck me, you are dangerous,” Tarkan breathed. “Yeah. That’s him. Lanky fucking sorcerer. He’s the only person who ever warned me about you, while everyone else told me you were a pushover. I reckon he’d be thrilled if he found out that you knew him.”

Nathan hid his grimace. Nurevia had confirmed Gareth’s presence in Falmir, and Erica had made an attempt to assassinate Anna last year. This confirmed that Nathan’s oldest friend was his rival in Falmir.

The student battled the master, but Gareth didn’t know he’d taught Nathan almost everything he knew.

“If you have onyxes or jades, I’ll take them. Money isn’t an issue. Safety can be provided. Afterward, you can even vanish back into Arcadia,” Nathan said.

“You think I want to go back to that shithole?” Tarkan spat on the ground. “Get me into the Spires. Once things blow over, then we can talk about a new job. I’ve always wanted to take a business trip to Trafaumh.”

“Done.”

“The Spires, really?”

“Astra is my Champion,” Nathan pointed out.

“Lots of dark elves are called Astra.”

“How many have three gems in their collarbone and are immortal?”

Tarkan clammed up. After nearly a minute of thought, he nodded.

“Fine. I’ll let you keep the weapons on credit. Once we’re both in Aleich, we’ll organize a trade. I have a dozen gems, including two onyxes, two jades, and an uncarved alexandrite that’s of Champion-grade.”

Uncarved gem materials were rare, as much of the value in gems came from the process of crafting them. If any diamond or sapphire worked, Champions would be more common.

However, Nathan had never even heard of alexandrite. If uncarved materials were being sold, it was likely because they couldn’t reliably be crafted. Fortunately, Nathan would have the support of the Imperial Sorcerers’ Lodge, so an experimental gemstone was of higher value to him.

“Don’t bother trying to escape,” Nathan said. “If you’re related to an Arcadian ambassador, I know they’ll be tracking your every move. Finding you will be trivial.”

“Hence why I want a nice suite in one of those magically warded Spires. Even Falmir would be pushing their luck to encroach on the dark elves.”

Tarkan held out his hand to shake. Nathan took it, and they sealed the deal.

After the merchant left without his weapons, Fei bossed around the nearby beastkin.

“You can all take a weapon each. Only one,” she snapped. “When my knights arrive, they’ll expect full boxes. If you want them to trust you, prove it. They’ll hand out these weapons if you deserve them.”

Despite some grumbling, the beastkin did as she ordered.

“You made some sort of deal with the elf? Ifrit translated, but you kept making mental leaps I couldn’t follow,” Sen said.

“He’ll give us gems once he returns to Aleich. Whether he’s worth anything in the long run is up to Seraph,” Nathan said.

Sunstorm nodded. “I was wondering when you’d start investing in your own spy network.”

“Uh, how long are we going to be out here for? I’m tired already,” Laura said.

“Oh, yeah, real tired,” Maura said, leaning into Nathan. “You should take us to that cabin so that we can all relaaaaax.”

He ignored her and watched as Fei inspected the beastkin. Once she was satisfied, she sent them off. This time, when she saluted, they gave a much sharper salute than Nathan saw earlier.

She bounced over to him and preened for several seconds. As much as he wanted to give her a good scratch behind the ears, doing so in front of all the other beastkin might diminish her authority.

Unlike in his castle, most of the beastkin here were male. Nathan primarily recruited women for his knights because he needed Champion candidates. The thoughts and preferences of male beastkin deviated significantly from the women.

“Let’s go settle in for the evening,” he said, gesturing toward the cabin.

Fei’s good mood evaporated instantly. However, she followed dutifully.

A few beastkin guards lingered near the cabin. Predicting eavesdropping attempts, Nathan cast a variety of wards and barriers around the building. The others trotted inside while he busied himself.

Except for Fei, who followed behind him like a puppy. Her eyes darted behind the cabin repeatedly. A faded dirt track led through the brush into the forest.

“Is there something you wanted to see?” he asked her, once finished with his wards.

She hesitated, then shook her head. “Tomorrow. Can you come with me?” Her voice was awfully quiet.

“Of course.”

The cabin was cozy, to be generous. Dust coated the furnishings, and presumably had covered the floor before either Sen or the Twins had removed it with a spell. The building had just two rooms: a large bedroom, with two bunk beds; and a living area with a kitchen, fire pit, and large rugs and furs piled in the corner. One corner looked conspicuously empty.

Fei noticed his attention and bounced over to the empty corner. “I used to keep my hunting gear here. When I left for the academy, I sold it to pay for my stay there.”

“Wait, you had to pay to attend the academy?” Sen blurted out. “I thought the Empire paid for beastkin if you passed the entrance tests?”

“I still had to travel there and have some spending money.” Fei smiled. “It’s nice to see that everything is the way I left it.”

“That idiot from earlier seemed to think you didn’t own the cabin anymore,” Sunstorm said.

“I…” The catgirl looked away. “I left the village. You can’t own anything in a village you’re not part of. That’s our way.”

“This is your family home. Fuck that.” Sunstorm grit her teeth. “Nathan, this is Imperial territory, right? Fei owns the building, then.”

“It’s not that simple. Technically, the beastkin don’t own anything in the Enclave,” he said.

“What?” Sunstorm looked bewildered while Fei’s face fell.

“Owning land is a noble’s right in the Empire. It’s part of the definition of nobility,” Ciana explained. “The same goes for the buildings on the land. If it’s fixed to the ground, then it belongs to the landowner. That means Anna.”

Fei blinked. “Wait, Anna owns this cabin?”

“Anna owns every square inch of dirt we’ve walked across in the Enclave,” Nathan drawled. “Even outside of it, she has enormous power over the land in her duchy. The nobles underneath her effectively pay her rent for their land, in some way or another.”

“And she pays the Emperor rent.” Sen nodded.

“No. She elects the Emperor. I think you might have missed an important part of how the Diet works, Sen,” Nathan said. “The dukes and archdukes are the Empire. They own all the land, choose the Emperor, and almost every noble owes them fealty. In most respects, the Emperor is their representative. The catch is that he needs to represent nobles who might not agree with each other. That’s why we’re in a civil war—the most powerful people in the Empire can’t agree on an emperor.”

Tilting her head, Fei slapped her fist into an open palm. “And we’re going to make Alice the Empress, and you’ll marry both of them. So you’ll own the Enclave and run the Empire, right? Problem solved?”

“All hail Shadow Emperor Nathan,” Sunstorm said.

“Don’t joke about that,” he muttered.

Internally, he was glad that Fei had cheered up. These four girls bounced off each other well. Although he had other reasons to bring each of them along, his decision had paid unexpected dividends.

Especially as he had another conversation to have.

“Oh, that was fast. You already know how to summon your mental world,” Maura said.

A black door appeared on a wall of the cabin. The women stared at it, then at Nathan.

“I’m going to talk with Kadria, if she’s here. Settle in for the night. Sunstorm, you might want to carry any messages Fei has to one of our guard posts,” he ordered.

“Um, wait!” Fei said, shooting to his side. “I want to come with you.”

The Twins raised an eyebrow, but shrugged at his gaze.

“Then tell Sunstorm what messages she needs to pass on, and be quick,” he said.

A few minutes later, Sunstorm teleported away from the cabin. Nathan and Fei stood in front of the black door.

They entered and found themselves in the everlasting fall landscape of his mental domain.

A familiar figure sat on top of the hill beneath a cherry blossom tree that showered her in red leaves. A porcelain drinking set of sake lay next to her, although the text on the bottom was unreadable to Nathan.

Kadria turned to face Nathan, a small cup of sake in her fingers.

He had been wrong. The Messenger was here. The time had come for answers.

Fei stared up at the succubus, the fur on her ears and tail standing on end. “Is that…?”

“Kadria. The Messenger who destroyed my old world, and brought me here,” Nathan said.

“Old ‘world,’” Fei repeated, narrowing her eyes. “Nathan, what’s the difference between a timeline and a world?”

He winced. Despite trying, he had failed to keep the secret from Fei again. Not that he had done a good job. The two terms sounded interchangeable, but carried distinct differences.

“I mentioned before that there had to be differences between the Doumahr that you know, and the one that I came from, right? Otherwise I couldn’t slot into the Empire,” he said.

“Mmmhmm. It seems a little weird that you fit into the role of Nathan Straub so well.”

“That’s because I didn’t go back in time. This world—this version of Doumahr—is completely different to the one that I know. You know that Seraph planned the Federation’s invasion of the Empire?” he said.

Fei nodded.

“She didn’t do that in my world. In fact, she didn’t exist.” He held up a hand to forestall Fei’s panic. “I already talked to her about this, and both Sen and Sunstorm know. It’s a secret because it’s a dangerous topic to consider.”

“So… I don’t get it,” the catgirl whined.

Looking up at Kadria, who stared at them with a bored expression, Nathan understood why she had held off on explaining so much. Not only was it difficult to find the right words, but he feared the impact of saying the wrong words.

Fei already had issues with the implications of his foresight. Could he destroy everything he had built up?

All he could do was trust in her.

“The Doumahr I came from is destroyed. A wasteland. The decisions that ruined it cannot be undone and the people who died there are gone forever.” He looked at Fei grimly.

She refused to meet his eyes, so he gripped her jaw with a hand and forced her.

“Fei, I’ve told you before that you are your own person. The reason I feel confident saying that is because the Jafeila I knew for over a decade is dead, and has been for years.” The words struck at Nathan even as he spoke them, but he pressed on. “The events that made you Jafeila never happened. In fact, I’m proving that with my words right now.”

“Are you?” she mumbled, her cheek slightly squashed by his hand. She tried to pout at him, but her eyes wavered.

“Why did your childhood friend, Tanner, not know anything about your nickname?” Nathan asked.

Fei gasped. He felt the movement of her muscles along his fingers.

“He’s not my friend,” were her first words, followed by, “I… I wanted a fresh start. In the village, I was Jafeila. You let me be Fei. All of you did. If I had stayed here and accepted the chief’s demands to receive food, I…” she trailed off.

Nathan let go of her. Instead of jumping away, Fei tackled him in a hug. His hands automatically wrapped around her, and he gave her ears a rub.

“That’s why you’re Fei,” he said. “You chose to become who you are.”

Fei didn’t respond, although she purred.

After a few minutes, Nathan peeled her off him. She appeared reluctant to let him go.

“I need to speak to Kadria. Let’s continue this later,” he said.

“Can I stay?” she asked, giving him an innocent, wide-eyed look.

“You really enjoy eavesdropping, don’t you?”

She grinned back at him and he poked her in the forehead.

Although he refused to give her an answer, Fei took his silence as permission all the same. Nathan left her behind to roll around in the leaves while he walked up the hill.

The time to shake answers out of Kadria had come.


Chapter 14




“Atouching scene,” Kadria said. “It seems you understand causality well enough now. Your catgirl has almost nothing in common with your former Champion other than her appearance and your memories.”

He sat down next to her, directly on the yellowing grass. A sake cup appeared for him, and he filled it from the bottle.

“When I first came here, were you testing me with the ability to overwrite Sen and the others?” he asked. “You offered to do it to Fei as well.”

“No, although the results were far more fascinating than I imagined. I honestly thought you’d push harder. You could have had your old harem back with only a few words to me. The fox, the unicorn, the catgirl, and even those sexy dark elves.” Kadria put her cup down and flapped her hands next to her head, imitating the floppy ears of Astra and Nurevia.

“Things are better this way,” he said gruffly.

“Oh, I agree. The fact you’ve adapted instead of trying to force the world to adapt is why you’ve been so successful.” She smiled.

“So it was a test?” he asked again. “Is that why you didn’t offer to bring back their memories as well?”

“Ah, that.” Kadria shrugged and turned away.

Below them, Fei put up a terrible facade of not eavesdropping. She bent over next to a tree, staring down. But her ears and tails stood bolt upright, and her expression was one of pure shock.

“If you’re going to listen in so blatantly, come up here,” Kadria snapped, causing Fei to leap into the tree. “You’re taking a huge risk by letting her listen in.”

“I’ve taken a lot of risks. Arguably, I should have taken more so far. Time is running short,” he said.

Fei dropped down from the tree, landing on all fours. She slowly crept up to the pair of them, ears flat against her head.

A sake cup appeared on the set, and Kadria gestured to it. “Take a seat and have a drink. But be silent. You won’t understand most of what we’re saying, and without that context, you’ll only be the adopted sister of those idiot Twins.”

Obeying, Fei settled in next to Nathan with a cup of sake. She made a face when she sipped it, but swiftly warmed up to it.

“As for the memories, there are a few reasons. The first is that it would be boring. I used you primarily as an anchor to this world, and a means to kick-start events. Only after you proved how capable you truly were did I change my mind,” Kadria said. “The second is that my mental manipulation isn’t that great. The Twins can transplant minds with ease. An unprotected mind is like an open book to them, and they can rewrite it as they choose.”

Fei hissed in surprise, drawing a glare from Kadria.

“What’s the third reason?” Nathan asked, already aware of the incredible danger that the Twins posed if left to their own devices.

“Simple: I can’t turn back time or bring back the dead. Nobody can. The emotions and bonds I planted in Sen and Sunstorm are as close to your world as possible, but they’re taken from a mirror—a branch of your world with incredibly similar decisions, but in which I hadn’t arrived.”

Nathan blinked.

That… made sense. But he felt a pang of loss deep in his heart. A final piece of hope crumbled.

“I thought so,” Kadria mumbled. “You were holding out hope that you could somehow restore them, despite your strong words. But no. They’re gone. That’s the problem with the Ship of Theseus—people aren’t boats. If we concretely know that there are two versions of a person, and we loved one of them, does it matter if the other version is identical?”

“Is that why Messengers don’t go back to their worlds? The Twins hate their home, but you sounded nostalgic once,” he asked.

“Yes. Maura and Laura killed their abusive father, burned their home down, and went on a crime spree before leaving. Like heroes from fantasy stories, they burned down their childhood home before they left on an adventure, so they couldn’t return.” Kadria’s stony face stared out at the crayon backdrop, which somehow seemed poignant.

“And you?”

“I lost everything before I made the choice. My world burned down around me, and the only person holding his hand out was the very being who had destroyed it,” she said.

Nathan stared at her.

“Yes, that’s right. I’m working for a being who killed my family and destroyed my future. Your precious goddess is far from the only woman he likes to bully.” Kadria laughed, but it was a hollow sound. “I found out centuries later, after I had already despoiled entire multiverses for him. And here I am, an inordinate amount of time later, still helping him.”

“Why?”

“Originally, I helped him because there was nothing else. I wanted to escape from the ashes of my old life and never return. Now?” She shrugged. “For a while, I just chugged along. I’d been working for him for so long I didn’t know any different. What you’re seeing now is the result of millennia of frustration with him.”

“So you’re not helping him right now?” Nathan asked, desperately trying to find the right words.

“I hope not, but you never truly know. I’ve been working on this plan for so long, it’s possible he’s still one step ahead. He has been so far, although I think you got ahead of him with this civil war.” Kadria grinned, and her eyes lit up. “The bastard revels in chaos, and you somehow created a brand of chaos that even he couldn’t capitalize on. I do worry, though.”

“About what? Isn’t success good?” he asked, but he felt that he knew the answer.

As it turned out, he didn’t.

“His eyes have turned away from me recently. Did something happen when you fought Koji?” Kadria’s eyes searched his.

Nathan explained the strange event where Thanatos froze everyone, until Maura interrupted.

“Fuck.” Kadria closed her eyes. “The portals are an extension of him, but despite his power, he can’t pay attention to all of them. But Koji’s stunt would have turned his gaze on you at the worst possible time.”

“So you’re saying that your boss wants me dead?” Nathan asked.

“Possible.” Kadria frowned.

“And what about Fyre, the prophet? Doesn’t this new cycle interest him?”

The succubus’s grip tightened on her cup. She sighed and waved a hand. The sake vanished, replaced by a clear liquor in a frosted glass bottle. When she poured some, the smell suggested it was far stronger.

“Shochu,” she explained, nodding at the bottle. “I wanted something stronger than sake for this conversation.”

He waited patiently as she sipped her spirit. Naturally, Fei poured herself far too much and greatly enjoyed herself.

“So the Twins noticed,” Kadria said.

“Ifrit thinks the prophet is the real deal, or at least using the goddess’s power. That caused them to panic,” he said. “What exactly is a cycle, and how does it relate to your plan?”

“Do you remember when I explained about different worlds and timelines, and about archetypes?” she asked.

“A refresher would be nice.”

She huffed. “There’s an infinite number of worlds. But infinities still have sets, and those are broadly defined as archetypes and cycles. Older Messengers like me argue over the definitions,” she said.

“Sets,” Nathan said flatly. “As in, mathematical sets?”

“Yes.”

“Infinity is infinity. How can it have a set? Isn’t it impossibly large?”

“Infinitely large,” she corrected. “But it can have a set. Let’s start simple: there’s a set of every number in existence. But there are also sets of every even number and every odd number. By definition, the set of every number contains the sets of every even number and every odd number. Do you follow?”

He frowned. “Yes, but… How is that relevant?”

“Because that’s what archetypes and cycles are. They break down infinity into smaller infinities. Doumahr is a super-archetype, and contains sub-archetypes. That’s because there is a Doumahr with and without your goddess,” Kadria explained. “The same world, but fundamentally different. No goddess, no Bastions, no Messengers.”

“No Messengers? That means…” Fei shut up in response to Kadria’s glare.

“You’re saying that the presence of the goddess causes the invasions, and therefore the destruction of Doumahr,” Nathan said.

“Sort of. It’s more accurate to say that if there are infinite worlds, then there must be those we aren’t invading.” She shrugged. “But the bigger question is about cycles. These are crudely defined as significant shifts in your timeline. Messengers create a stable loop of destruction. That’s why the worlds play out the same, and why I told you about predetermined events. When that loop is broken, we have to start a new one.”

Nathan drained his cup of sake, then moved onto the harder spirits.

“I’m trying to piece this together,” he said. “The goddess’s archetype is like her territory. There’s a Doumahr without her, but I don’t think it matters.”

“That’s correct. It does matter to someone, but not to us.”

“And your… boss? If I can’t call him by name, is there some sort of definition?” Nathan asked.

“Sometimes they were referred to as ‘outer beings’ because they exist outside the material world,” Kadria said. “Their existences, thoughts, and powers are anathema to all things natural.”

Fantastic. That was confirmation that there were multiple “bosses.”

“So these outer beings, specifically your boss, are invading the goddess’s territory. Whenever they win, they eat her world, but she always creates new ones,” he explained. “Eventually, she finds a way to defeat them and create a new cycle, which… what? I genuinely don’t understand why a cycle is so special. If your boss will crush her again, does anything change?”

“That’s part of why Messengers debate over whether cycles are new archetypes. So far, every new cycle has ended the same as past ones. But what if a new cycle emerges that doesn’t end in a never-ending cycle of defeat?” Kadria asked. “Because that’s what a cycle is. It’s a repeating era of history where the Messengers win.”

Suddenly, a chess board appeared on the ground in front of them.

Kadria continued, “Imagine that this was the battle between the Messengers and the goddess. If the Messengers win, the game ends. If the goddess wins, then the Messengers reset their side of the board and play continues. There are so many cycles behind us that they rarely ever change. In order to win, the goddess makes the same moves in order to reach the latest cycle in a world. My boss never changes his plan because there will always be more games.”

“Doesn’t this make it futile for us?” Nathan said, staring at the board. “Only one side resets their board.”

“At a glance, yes. But reality is more complicated, as it always is.” Kadria vanished the chess board. “The goddess has ways to reset the board as well. That’s why new cycles are dangerous and why they are undesirable to my employer. And that is why we want one. If we seize control of a new cycle, then we might be able to make it the one where we win, and my former employer loses.”

While the red cherry blossom leaves fell down around him, he thought hard about her words.

“So, the goddess truly is coming back,” he said.

“Indeed.”

“And that’s a sign that we’ve broken the cycle of destruction. Which is what I wanted to do,” he continued.

“Yes. I thought it would take much longer,” she said.

“Except now all the Messengers are attempting to destroy the world anew. This creates a new ‘infinity’ that starts with the arrival of the prophet,” he said.

Then he gulped with realization. “The goddess herself defines the cycles, doesn’t she?”

Kadria nodded. “After all, everything revolves around her. I can’t say much more about how this happened—”

“Why not?” he snapped. “Your plan has to do with this new cycle, doesn’t it? You just admitted we want a new cycle! Shouldn’t I know about it?”

“You can’t. I’m embedded in a deep web, and the spider doesn’t even realize I’m here. If I disturb the web in any way, she’ll consume me in an instant.” Kadria scowled. “All I can say is to focus on Aleich. If you succeed there, we should both have the power to pull off what we want. We both still want the same thing—a world free of destruction and interference.”

“Am I being spied on?” He tapped the side of his head.

Fyre’s mention of a tether and the mental assault bothered him.

“Maybe. In here, with both the Twins and me protecting your mind, you’re safe. But not outside. Avoid sensitive conversations about… metaphysical affairs,” Kadria said. “We’ll talk in detail once you secure Aleich.”

Somehow, Nathan knew that what Kadria wanted wasn’t the city, but something in it.

But he didn’t voice it. After all, they both knew.

The palace. A building forged of Omria’s power that acted like a binding stone, but that wasn’t. What else could a prophet desire?

“Later, then,” he said, rising.

Kadria’s eyes flickered over to Fei. “Yes, later. Don’t be a stranger. I miss my milkshakes.”

“Your what?” Fei asked, narrowing her eyes.

Kadria made an obscene gesture, and the catgirl’s jaw dropped.

Before things worsened, Nathan made a tactical retreat. Fei chased after him.

She tugged on his sleeve before he left. When he turned back, he noticed that Kadria had already left. The black door that led to her personal world snapped shut in the distance.

“Um, Nathan, all of that…” Fei began to say, before trailing off. A series of expressions crossed her face, before she settled on frazzled. Her ears and tails twitched rapidly, uncertain as to what emotion they should show.

“That was a slice of what I’ve been dealing with,” he said. “There’s no easy way to explain everything. Sometimes I feel that I’m fumbling along, trying to intuit the right direction in a chaotic mess that makes little sense.”

“But she understands it all, doesn’t she?” Fei turned and stared at the hill.

“Yes. And she holds back information for the same reason I’m not telling you. It’s confusing, dangerous, and potentially useless,” he said. “The Twins asked me what I’d do with the knowledge I gained. The answer is nothing. I planned this civil war, and it’s apparently worked better than expected. I already knew that controlling Aleich was important. All I can do is prevent the destruction of Doumahr, and stop everyone who gets in my way.”

“What if Kadria gets in your way?” Fei asked.

“I already have two Messengers serving me. What’s a third?”

Somehow, he doubted Kadria would agree with him. But while he trusted her, he needed contingencies. The Twins appeared to be tailored for exactly that. Their abilities had already enhanced his power greatly, and he needed to learn even more.

Fei nodded and let go of his sleeve. “Just so long as you stay Nathan. You’re the only one I have.” She tried to crack a smile but failed.

He ruffled her hair, causing her to bat his hand away.

The two of them returned to the cabin. Sunstorm had already finished her trip, and sat on the floor with Sen. A chess set lay between them, and Sen was demolishing the other Champion. Nathan didn’t often see games with three black queens on the board at once.

The interior looked spotless. More than spotless, in fact. Many pieces of furniture gleamed, and cracks in the wood had vanished. The bunk beds had been replaced with a bed nearly the size of the bedroom.

“You’ve been busy,” he said to the Twins, who lounged on the bed with their colorful game devices.

“If I’m going to waste an hour or two playing video games, I’m doing it in comfort,” Maura said.

“Why not go into your mental fortress?” he asked.

“The goat locked us out,” Laura whined. “We made your fortress. How come she can control it?”

He frowned and reached out for his mental world. Time slowed, and he watched as Sen moved a queen in for checkmate at a pace so glacial Nathan would die of hunger before she let it go.

“Like everything else, you’re really good at this,” Maura said, moving at normal speed.

He grimaced. “This is a form of mental magic, isn’t it?”

“Ayep. Spatial, too. Your mastery of this is probably why you created your own mental fortress in your sleep.” Maura put her game console down and stretched. “You’re displacing your mind and body. It’s like you’re observing the world from the same spot, but from a different… fuck, what’s the technical term?”

“Frame of reference,” Laura muttered, ignoring them.

“Yeah, that. To others, you’re thinking and moving super fast. But you’re not actually in the same world, just watching it.”

“I can’t move like this. At least, not well. The best I can do is think about my spells,” he said.

“You’re moving right now.” She pointed at her lips and flapped her hand in a talking motion. “But I mean, moving physical stuff requires huge amounts of energy. I can move around because we’re succubi, and our innate spatial magic lets us. You need to actively use spatial magic to overcome the laws of physics.”

“Couldn’t you move somebody like this?” He stared at the chessboard.

“Heh. Nice idea, but no. When I found out about this, I had all these crazy ideas for sex. Like I said, you’re in a different frame of reference. You can move your body using your own magic, because it’s in the plane with you. The spatial magic is to deal with minor issues like air molecules that might cause nuclear explosions when you run into them at light speed. Living things are off limits, except if you’re using mental magic.” She tapped her head. “Minds don’t exist physically, after all.”

“That explains a lot. Thank you,” he said.

Maura’s face reddened, reminding Nathan that she hadn’t returned to her true appearance. Her bronzed skin never showed any signs of blushing.

“Yeah, well, pay us back with sex one day. Hot, steamy fucking that leaves us incoherent, like you’re going to be doing with these sluts tonight.” She winked. “Anyway, what’s up with your fortress?”

Oh, right. He had something to do.

“Nothing. Kadria likely has more control because she has tethers tied to me, and I didn’t stop her,” he said.

“Hmm. When you get some downtime, we should look into locking down those tethers. They’re dangerous. If you won’t trust us with your mind, you shouldn’t trust the little goat,” Maura said.

Damn this succubus and her reasonable suggestions. He wanted to say no out of raw desire to start pushing back against the Twins. They’d been overly helpful lately, which bothered him. Maura had openly fought against him when he’d claimed her, and now she acted like the very thing she’d whined about becoming: a Champion.

Also, her mask of stupidity was slipping further and further.

Nathan left the mental world. When he did so, Sunstorm and Fei both stiffened. The assassin glared at Maura, while Fei ran a hand along Nathan’s body. Ciana and Sen merely appeared confused by their reactions.

“What the hell was that?” Sunstorm snapped.

“Seraph has mentioned this,” Fei muttered. “You used your binding stone, right?”

“Hmm. Not quite,” he said. “The effect is the same, though.”

“Yeah, anyway. We can go, so we’re off. Try not to get fucked too hard tonight.” Maura winked at the Champions as she left with her sister and entered the door to Nathan’s mental world.

To his surprise, Sunstorm and Sen glowed red and refused to look at him. Ciana giggled and ran a hand along the side of her horn.

“I take it you girls have something planned,” Nathan said.

“We’ve had something planned for years. The time’s never been right,” Sunstorm muttered. She looked at Fei. “Uh, I know this is weird to ask, but you don’t mind if we do the foursome in your old cabin, right?”

“This is a beastkin house. It’s probably not the first foursome it’s seen,” Fei said, giggling as her face reddened. “It will be my first, though.”

“Could be a fivesome,” Sen muttered.

Nathan looked over to Ciana, who gripped her horn tightly. He felt her emotions pour across the link.

Immediately, his cock hardened in his pants. Lust and desire rushed into him from Ciana. Her breathing quickened, and he recognized the early stages of rutting.

“No,” Fei said. “We’ve talked about this. Ciana wants to wait until her rutting finishes in winter. That’s her choice.”

Ciana nodded, but her eyes fixed on Nathan’s noticeable bulge.

“She looks like a girl who wants to wait,” Sen said, cackling. “Do you need to take care of somebody before we start, Nathan?”

“No!” Ciana shouted, rising to her feet. “I’ll… I’ll be fine if I just watch. This happens a lot, and I’m taking my pills. My fingers should be enough.”

The others looked at each other, then collectively shrugged.

“Well, if you want a change of pace, and maybe some different fingers, just ask,” Sunstorm said.

“Smooth,” Sen drawled.

“You’re the only girl I’m interested in fucking, Sen. The real fun will be when I feel Fei’s huge tits crushed against me while Nathan fucks her womb into my stomach.” Sunstorm grinned. “Or watching your face when he sticks it in your ass.”

“That takes preparation. No sloppy sex tonight.” Sen made an X with her arms.

“Ew,” Fei said. “I thought you said it was great?”

“It is great. Especially with how fucking huge Nathan’s cock can get. You just don’t want his dick up your ass if you’re not ready. No amount of lubrication is going to stop that mess.”

“You do you, Sen, but butt stuff is entirely your forte,” Sunstorm said.

“Oh, fuck you, Miss Head Collection,” Sen snapped. “I know you want Nathan to fuck you in that creepy room of yours.”

This was news to Nathan.

Sunstorm saw the expression on his face and winced. “Hey, allow a girl her fantasies.” She paused. “But, uh, how about if I’m hugging Lucia’s head?”

“Let’s talk about this later,” he said diplomatically.

“Aww.”

“I think I’ve learned more about you in three minutes than I have in three years,” Ciana said, eyes wide.

“Nah. You’re just hearing the crap we only talk to Nathan about. Narime and Seraph have their own kinks,” Sen said.

“Do tell,” Nathan said.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, I imagine you’ll eventually work out Seraph’s once you finally slap your dick on her face. Narime is fairly bland. She totally loves showing off. Rubbing her tails over you, fucking you during the day, when others can walk in. She might be wary of sharing with us, but she wants us to see your dick in her.”

That explained a certain event from years ago that involved Alice.

“Anyway, are we doing this?” Sunstorm asked Fei.

The catgirl nodded. Within seconds, the Champions had stripped naked and surrounded Nathan. They giggled and cooed, their naked flesh rubbing against each other as they pawed at him.

Three dripping wet pussies shined between twisting, glistening pairs of legs, each begging for attention. Nathan reached for two of them.

“Why them?” Fei whined as she wrapped her huge tits around his arm.

Her hand slipped inside his pants. A pointless move, given Sen and Sunstorm undid his belt and his cock flopped out.

“Fuck, right there,” Sunstorm moaned as he dug his fingers into her pretty pink walls. Her juices dripped over his hand and plopped noisily on the wooden floorboards.

“Deeper, Nathan. You know I like it deep,” Sen said. She practically pushed his hand inside her while her entire body shook with ecstasy.

Fei glared at them. A pout graced her lips as her fingers pumped his cock. She stood on tiptoes and closed her mouth over his ear. Her tongue lapped the inside of his earlobe and her giggles echoed in his head.

“Who do you want to coat with your seed?” she whispered directly into his mind. “Or do you want to paint all of us?”

“Don’t waste it,” Ciana whined from the corner, eyeing him with raw need.

The three women laughed, although Sen and Sunstorm quickly returned to moaning.

“Come here if you want a drink, Ciana,” Fei said, waving her fellow Champion over.

Within a few seconds, his unicorn knight’s head popped between the naked bellies of the others. Her lips closed over his tip and she flicked her tongue around his glans.

“Yeah, like that,” Fei whispered, pumping Nathan as hard and fast as she could. He groaned as he felt his climax approaching.

Then Fei reached over to Ciana with her spare hand and gripped her horn. The unicorn froze, but it was too late.

Fei grinned and rammed Ciana down Nathan’s cock. Her throat wrapped around his length, constricting in shock. The pleasure was too much as she went balls deep and her lips pressed against his body.

A wave of heat poured out of him and into his adorable little Champion. Fei rocked Ciana back and forth as cum bubbled out of her lips. When Fei let her go, Ciana rocked backward.

“Don’t spill it,” Fei warned.

Ciana’s eyes widened. Slowly, she slipped Nathan’s length out of her mouth. Her tongue flicked out to collect a few globs that built up afterward. Then she opened her mouth wide to reveal her prize.

“Lucky,” Fei mumbled.

“It’s salty as shit. Spit it out,” Sunstorm said.

Naturally, Ciana swallowed every drop. She then smiled up at Nathan, her fingers firmly planted between her legs as she coated the floor with her juices.

“Good girl,” he said, and ran his hand through her platinum-blonde hair.

“It’s nice to be fed, isn’t it?” Fei asked.

“After that, I want to be fed somewhere else,” Sen said, eyes glazed with pleasure. “Nathan, fuck me! We have a huge bed. Stop teasing us with your fingers.”

He chased the three of them into the bedroom, stopping only to fully remove his clothes. Ciana trailed behind, dutifully collecting his discarded garments but nobody else’s. She remained in the doorway after they entered.

Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm piled onto the bed and presented their shapely rears to him. Fei had curves for days and took center stage when it came to raw sex appeal. Sunstorm’s olive skin and lithe, muscled frame was always a pleasure to touch and look at. While Sen might not have the raw attractiveness of her partners, she made up for it with adventurousness.

Nathan didn’t want to play favorites tonight, however.

“Who’s first?” Fei asked, her eyes lighting up.

“Whose idea was tonight?” he asked.

Sen looked at Sunstorm, who shrugged.

“It doesn’t matter. Fuck whoever—”

“Do you want to be first, or do you want me to fuck somebody else on top of you?” he asked.

Sunstorm gulped. “I want to see you reduce Fei to a moaning mass of ecstasy. I want to feel it. Then I want your sloppy dick to slip out of her and into me while I’m riding that high.”

How specific.

Without prompting, Fei pushed Sunstorm onto her back before climbing on top of her. Sen sat on her knees next to them, her fingers hard at work.

“That makes me last, I guess,” she said. “Honestly, I just want us all to be together. Something about tonight feels almost surreal.”

Nathan had a pretty good idea of what Sen might enjoy, but first he had another pair of lusty Champions to see to. Fei waved her ass at him from atop Sunstorm, while the assassin spread Fei’s pussy nice and wide.

“Look at this pretty little thing, just waiting to be split open,” Sunstorm said.

“Are you sure you’re not talking about yourself, Choe?” Sen asked with a giggle.

“I think you’re all pretty,” Ciana mumbled from the entrance.

“This is dirty talk, Ciana. He impales us on a weekly basis,” Sunstorm said. “I just want Nathan to be extra ready for when he ruins Fei tonight.”

“I’m not getting ruined,” the catgirl whined.

“Sure you aren’t.”

Well, if Sunstorm wanted it, who was Nathan to refuse?

He climbed atop the bed, then sank his fingers into Fei’s plump ass. Moaning, she waved her bushy, black tail in front of his face, as if enticing him. Her slit sat only inches above Sunstorm’s. Thin, glistening trails of juices slid down their thighs.

A gasp escaped Fei when he pressed his cock against her pussy lips. He rubbed his tip along them, watching as her juices poured out and lubed him up.

“Stop teasing,” Fei whined. “Stick it in me.”

“Don’t rush him,” Sen said.

The sorceress crept along the bed, so that her face was level with Nathan’s crotch. Her red eyes curved as she looked up at him. Then she closed her mouth around his balls, taking both inside. He groaned at the light pressure she applied. Her tongue swirled around his sack, jiggling the bundles of pleasure in her mouth.

“We’ll be here all night if you suck his dick before he fucks us, Sen,” Sunstorm said.

Sen peeled herself off Nathan with a noisy slurp. “I’ve done this before. Nathan loves it when I suckle on his balls while he’s railing you. He’ll love it with Fei.”

“Can I have my dick now?” Fei asked, glaring at everyone else.

“Yes, Lady Fei,” Nathan said drily.

Then, just to add insult to injury, he rubbed his tip against her slit again before shifting it to Sunstorm. The assassin gasped as he nearly pried her open, her hands gripping the bedsheets in surprise.

“Ah! I’m meant to be first,” Fei snapped.

In an instant, Nathan pulled away from Sunstorm and sank his length into Fei. The catgirl barely had time to let out a moan before his thighs slapped against her plump ass cheeks. Her arms gave out under her.

Sunstorm grinned and held Fei against herself. The catgirl’s gargantuan tits pressed against Sunstorm, seeming to swallow her torso with their sheer bulk.

“Wow, this feels great,” Sunstorm said. “I remember you said her tits were like huge pillows, but this is amazing.”

“Can you feel Nathan as well?” Sen asked, trying and failing to slip between the legs of everyone on the bed.

“Nah. I can feel Fei move against me, but not his cock. Guess he’s not that huge.”

While they bantered, Nathan thrust into Fei over and over. His cock pressed deep inside of her, drawing out breathless moans. Then he pulled back and brought forth a shower of juices on Sen’s face. The wet slap of his skin on Fei’s ass echoed throughout the room.

“You can go faster, Nathan,” Fei moaned. “Faster!”

He obliged. His hips slammed into hers, causing the catgirl to nearly scream in ecstasy. Fei lay atop Sunstorm, twitching and moaning with every thrust.

Her climax hit him like a wave. Her insides coiled around him, attempting to pull him over the edge and milk him. She succeeded, and he pressed his cock deep into her as he pumped shot after shot of his seed into her.

“So warm.” Fei smiled stupidly as she rode her orgasm.

“Yeah, yeah. Keep rubbing against me just like that, titty kitty,” Sunstorm said, grinning as she held Fei against herself. “I think I know why Fei’s your favorite, Nathan.”

He popped out of Fei. Her entrance twitched and attempted to close itself to keep its prize inside. But soon enough, thick gobs of white drooled out of Fei. They splattered on Sunstorm’s body. One ran along her slit, painting it white.

Sen was there to clean up, and her tongue shut Sunstorm up as it dove into her fellow Champion.

“I don’t have favorites,” Nathan said. “Just for that, you go last.”

“H-hey!” Sunstorm squealed, trying to voice her protest while being eaten out by Sen.

Ignoring her, Nathan picked Sen up. She grinned as he held her in his lap while facing Sunstorm, then gasped when he hilted himself in her.

“Fuck, Nathan, a little warning?” Sen asked, her spread legs twitching.

“Okay. Your warning is that I’m about to bounce you wildly up and down on my cock until you’re a mess.”

“That sounds nice,” Fei mumbled.

“That’s my line,” Sunstorm said. “You’re stealing my turn!”

Sen and Nathan grinned. Then he did exactly as he promised and turned her into a moaning, bouncing ball of pleasure. After only a few minutes of fun, he held her above him. Every time she twitched, her slit oozed more of Nathan’s seed onto the bed. Her face was a mask of pleasure.

He tossed her onto the bed next to Sunstorm, then rolled Fei off the assassin.

“Finally,” Sunstorm said.

She raised her muscled legs so that they ran parallel to her body, then held her feet down. Like this, she looked like a toy. Her pert little tits squeezed out between her calves. Their size was emphasized by the way they pushed against each other.

“Do you want it?” Nathan asked, pressing his tip against her slit again.

“Just fuck me already, Nathan.” She glared at him. “I want two rounds out of you, before you return to your favorite.”

“No fair,” Fei said.

She crept up behind Nathan and wrapped her hand around his cock. Her lips planted kisses along his neck while her tail lashed against his bare sides. He felt her naked tits press against his back and their warmth seeped into him.

“You got to choose who went first this time. Next time we should hold a contest,” Fei suggested.

“Can it wait?” Sunstorm asked. “I’m about to get railed.”

“But—”

Nathan didn’t wait for Fei. He slammed himself into Sunstorm, causing her whole body to buck with pleasure. Her tiny frame wrapped around his cock, tightening like a vice in order to make him climax.

“Fuuuck,” Sunstorm moaned.

Unable to do anything other than twitch and moan, she lay there while Nathan rammed himself into her over and over again. He felt himself approach climax, but also sensed hers near.

Right as her pussy coiled around him, he let himself go. His seed poured into Sunstorm. Her mouth opened wide and she stared vacantly at the ceiling as he filled her.

When he popped out of her, two mouths lapped at his length to clean it up. Nathan ran his hands through the hair of both Sen and Fei.

“I should have went first,” Sunstorm said, before she was turned into a moaning mess by Sen’s tongue.

“So, contest?” Fei suggested, bending over and waving her ass in the air.

Apparently Fei’s idea of determining the order of sex was more sex. Somehow, Nathan wasn’t surprised. By the time tonight was over, he wondered if he would feel his lower half.


Chapter 15




When they awoke in the morning, it was in a sticky mess. Fei’s cabin lacked a bathroom. Indoor plumbing was an extravagance that didn’t exist out here, and beastkin lacked the nudity taboo of humans.

“I’m not bathing in a creek,” Sen said.

“There’s a small bath hut in the village, but…” Fei trailed off with a frown.

“Yeah, I’m not going there either. Every time I join your knights for a bath, they try to feel me up. Nathan, can’t you just conjure up a bath in that mental world of yours? Or create one here?” Sen asked.

“I’m not that talented yet,” he said. “We’ll use the creek and I’ll cast wards to keep others out. Let’s go.”

Despite Sen’s grumbling, she joined the rest of them. As they left, Fei’s gaze wandered toward the worn path behind the cabin.

They bathed quickly. The chill of fall seeped into the water, and Nathan stopped Sen from wasting all of her magic heating up an entire creek. He washed and combed out the hair, ears, and tails of Ciana and Fei, and their ears drooped in pleasure at his touch.

“Hey, no horseplay!” Sen snapped, as Ciana began to feel him up.

“I’m not a horse,” Ciana muttered.

“Then keep your hands to yourself until we’ve left. We need to head back to Gharrick Pass and prepare to march on Aleich, right, Nathan?” Sen asked.

He nodded. “I expect Tharban to make his move. His plan to pincer us failed, and Fyre is heading there as well. If we wait any longer, then we’ll be too late.”

So with those grim words of warning, they finished bathing and left. Fei stopped outside the cabin, once again looking behind it.

Sen shot him a questioning look.

“Go ahead,” he told the others. “Fei, did you want to take a look?”

She nodded, her expression falling with almost every passing moment.

Despite the heavy brush, the path turned out to be short. A clearing lay behind the cabin. Trees ringed more than a dozen small pillars of stone, while weeds and small plants shot up from the thick grass. Nobody had cared for this area for years.

Which was a pity, as it was a burial ground.

Fei walked up to the foremost grave markers. They were simple blocks of stone, no thicker than Nathan’s arm and crudely hewn. Names and dates had been chiseled into them. Each marker stood close enough together that there was no room for entire bodies to be buried here.

He waited silently, unsure if he should interrupt Fei. Her hand ran over the top of one of the stones and she mumbled something. She pulled back and ran her fingers together, frowning at the dirt on them.

“Can you help me clean them?” she asked.

“Of course.”

Wind magic was his forte, even if cleaning wasn’t. Nathan made short work of the collected dirt and weeds and even trimmed the grass. While he worked, Fei watched silently, her expression pensive.

Afterward, he placed a hand on her shoulder. She leaned against him.

“Do you ever regret your decisions?” she asked.

“If I didn’t, would I be here?” he responded.

She half sobbed, half giggled. “I guess not. Last night made it easy not to think about what I heard, but…” Her eyes fluttered closed and she took a deep breath.

“Take your time,” he said.

Fei nodded and did exactly that.

“I don’t just regret things. I wonder how different my life might be if I made a different decision,” she said. “What if I took the amethyst gem you wanted me to take? What if I ignored all the clues that you weren’t from here?” She gulped. “What if I never joined the academy?”

Nathan nodded. “That’s natural, at least to me.”

“It is?”

“Maybe some people never worry about the past. I suspect some people do, but are better at getting on with life,” he said. “But I’ve nitpicked every decision I’ve ever made. Much of my adult life was a downward spiral of failure, as Doumahr collapsed into destruction. If I could redo my decisions, couldn’t I have avoided all of those failures?”

“And? Why didn’t you?” she asked. “If there are so many worlds you could have chosen from, why did you choose to come to the Empire?”

Ah, Fei. Always so good at seeing through the bullshit, even if she acted dopey normally. No wonder Kadria had called him out for allowing her to listen in on the conversation.

Listening to these questions reminded him of the old, worldly Jafeila. That fact disturbed him, but he shrugged it off.

“At the time, I wasn’t thinking of much. Saving the Empire prevented Messenger invasions, and I was embittered toward Falmir.” He shrugged. “But now? The truth is that there is no right or wrong to decisions. It’s a nice fantasy to believe that I could go back and make the ‘right’ decision every time, but the world is a complicated place.”

Fei smiled bitterly. “You stopped the Federation from summoning demons, and they started a war anyway. Then after you conquered the Federation, civil war broke out and the dark elves went crazy. Now all of this is happening. Do you think you could stop it?”

“I don’t know if I want to,” he said. “That’s the thing. If you took the amethyst, maybe we would have lost battles. If you never realized the truth, I might never have told Alice and the others, which might have prevented me from binding the Twins. And if you never joined the academy, I’d be much lonelier.”

He pulled her against him, eliciting a squeak. Fei giggled, and her tail batted against his legs repeatedly.

“Last night was amazing,” she said.

“Why the regrets, then?” he asked.

“Because this is my home. My entire family is buried here.” She pointed at the graves from earlier. “My parents’ bones are there.” Her arm moved left, along the front row. “My little sister next to them. My unborn brother there.”

Slowly, she listed off her extended family, including grandparents and uncles, many of which she had never met or barely remembered.

“This is my home,” she repeated. “And I left it.”

“The village drove you out, didn’t it?” Nathan asked bluntly. “I’ve seen the reports from your meisters in the academy. You never spoke about your past in my world, although I pieced enough together, especially with what I learned here. The reason you took the name ‘Jafeila’ back was because your village died while you were gone. You despised your current nickname. But I don’t understand why.”

Her ears flattened and she looked away. “Don’t you love Falmir?”

“I…” He grimaced. “I don’t know. I thought I did, but it’s hard to love a country that betrayed me in so many ways. It’s not something I think about.”

“Wow. I thought you thought about everything.” Fei widened her eyes mockingly and gasped.

He flicked her forehead and giggles escaped her.

“But you’re right. The chief… wanted me to integrate with the village.” Fei shrugged. “There’s no great story. I always dreamed of becoming a great warrior, but without food or savings, it was impossible. Eventually, a knight from a nearby barony heard about me from a beastkin who worked as a guard. He arranged for a Champion to test me, and I was offered a place in the academy on the spot.”

“I take it the chief didn’t like that.”

“He was furious. I sold my things and left a few days later.” Fei stared at the graves. “Like I said yesterday, I didn’t think I’d ever come back.”

Nathan clenched his jaw. “This is your house, your family’s land. I don’t think you need to give up on that.”

Fei shrugged and instead of responding, she wrapped her arms around Nathan. No more words were said.

Several long minutes passed in silence. Eventually, they returned to the cabin.

His Champions had hunted a deer while they had been gone—unsurprising given Sunstorm’s speed. Sen used her magic to cook the meat, and they added it to their rations. The Twins even joined in—now in their usual appearances—although they supplemented the food with metal cans of purple liquid.

“Can I try some?” Fei asked.

Maura passed the can over, which surprised Nathan.

“You never share your food,” he said.

“Yeah, well, you never share your cock. All we get to do is suck it, while you fucking wrecked them all last night.”

Laura corrected her sister, “Except the unicorn. You really should have joined in. It would have been amazing.”

Ciana’s face nearly exploded. She hid behind Nathan, who glared at the Twins.

“If you’re going to be voyeurs, at least don’t brag about it,” he said. “I thought you couldn’t spy on me, anyway?”

“That was before you bound us. Now we have a connection to the material world and can enjoy the Nathan channel 24/7. Although, really, the only interesting times are when you wake up, have lunch, and go to bed.” Maura grinned lewdly. “You reliably fuck at those times, you see.”

“I gathered,” he drawled.

Meanwhile, Fei’s ears and tail began to vibrate at an almost supersonic speed. She guzzled down the entire can, her hands shaking.

“What’s in this?” she asked, eyes terrifyingly wide and her smile overly bright.

“More sugar than I bet you’ve had in your life,” Maura said. “Damn, this is better than the time we fed Nathan burgers.”

Nathan felt he needed to ban the Twins from feeding addictive substances to his Champions. Apparently everything from their world counted.

Once breakfast was finished, he tasked the Twins to revert the cabin to normal. They restored the massive bed to bunks and removed the trash.

When he turned to thank them, they twirled around. Their clothes had transformed into black and white maid uniforms from Trafaumh. “Did we do a good job, master? Is everything clean and tidy? Or do you need us to clean up something in particular?”

“Not my thing,” he said and turned away.

“Damn. Cat ears and tails it is, then,” Maura said.

Once outside, Nathan asked Sunstorm to confirm nobody was in the vicinity. She reported back in the affirmative.

He then cast a protective ward on the cabin. Power from the binding stone flowed through him, ensuring the longevity of the spell. Physical wards and barriers needed magical energy to maintain themselves, as did most enchantments.

Sen frowned as she noticed what he was up to. “You didn’t hook it up to the leyline. Isn’t that important to make it last?”

“A cabin connected to a leyline will draw unnecessary attention. Binding stones are already connected to the leylines, so there’s no need to play it safe with encryption wards, but this is different,” he explained.

With Fei’s cabin protected from intruders, they left.

Before they teleported back to Gharrick Pass, one final detour was necessary.

The beastkin guards from yesterday camped out along the creek as it rolled down from the hills. Fog rolled off the peak of Kustespitze this early in the morning. Many of the beastkin appeared to be awake, preparing food for the others or praying. Several tents were dedicated exclusively to praying, in fact.

Fyre had vanished, leaving her followers with no trail to follow. Perhaps they knew she intended to go to Aleich. Nathan was wary of putting words in a prophet’s mouth, however. If her followers didn’t believe him—and they had reason to be wary of any attempt he made to direct them to Aleich—then he might lose a major fighting advantage.

He simply hoped that whenever she made her appearance, it was early enough that her mass of beastkin cultists could rally to her banner. Until then, he would rely on lesser efforts like Fei’s.

The catgirl sprang into action upon arriving at the camp. After checking on the weapons, she ordered the guards to assemble. Many grumbled, as they were villagers playing at soldiers, but the others shoved and pulled them into line. After much shouting and shoving, Fei had just over a hundred beastkin standing at attention.

Or close enough, given how sloppy they looked.

“I’ve contacted the nearby command post,” Fei said. “My knights will be here tomorrow. If you meet their expectations, then you’ll be Imperial soldiers. All of you will be paid, you will be armed, and you will fight for the goddess and His Majesty. As an Imperial Champion of Bastion Nathan, I will be in command.”

Most of the beastkin nodded. A few simmered, but didn’t voice concerns.

Whether it be the prospect of being paid, fighting for Omria, or merely being given quality weapons and a chance to kill Nationalists, the beastkin seemed willing.

“What about the others?” one of them asked.

“If there are more like you, then they can join the fight,” Fei said. “The deal is the same. Pay and weapons in exchange for fealty to His Majesty and Omria herself. You follow my orders, however.”

“What about the prophet’s orders?”

“She’s told you to trust Nathan, hasn’t she?” Fei countered.

The beastkin murmured among themselves.

“You know where she’s gone, don’t you?” they asked. “Are you sending us there?”

Fei hesitated, then looked at Nathan.

“When the time comes, you’ll be there,” he said, raising his voice so they all heard him. “If you’re willing to fight for what’s yours, then I’ll have you. But if you won’t fight, or can’t follow orders in a war, then don’t waste my time. Idiots and cowards lose wars, and I don’t think any of us want to lose this one.”

Unlike before, the beastkin didn’t grumble or murmur. They raised their weapons into the air, as if in silent cheer.

“We’ll fight for you, Lord Bastion,” one of them said.

Others echoed his words, and soon they all swore fealty to him. Fei held back a grimace, given she had planned for this to happen after her knights arrived.

Nathan took what he could get, however. This was a small step in taking back some of the control he had ceded to Fyre recently.

The beastkin drifted back to camp afterward. Nathan and his group prepared to leave once Fei finished giving a few more orders.

“Girl knows how to crack the whip,” Laura said, making a whipping motion with her hand.

“She is the captain of Nathan’s knights,” Sen said.

“Doesn’t the doggirl do most of her job?” Maura said.

“The paperwork, maybe. But Fei’s the one all the wolves look up to. She personally beats the shit out of them during training and has a reputation with Nathan.” Sen grinned. “They love that. I’ve been following her lead whenever I have issues with any of her knights.”

“You beat them up?” Nathan asked.

“Sure. They tend to think I’m some weak sorceress, then I plant my foot in their ass and they wag their tails like beaten puppies. It’s adorable.”

“That sounded wrong,” Ciana said, making a face.

“Sounded hot to me,” Maura countered.

While the Champions made small talk, somebody approached the camp. A surly someone, who Nathan recognized from yesterday. The village chief.

Naturally, Nathan stopped him short of the camp.

“I have nothing to say to you, Bastion,” the chief said, glaring down at Nathan. He was a huge man, but raw size meant nothing when it came to Bastions and Champions.

“Great. Then you can fuck off,” Nathan said.

The chief blinked, unsure how to react to such hostility.

“This is a military camp. If you have no business with me, you have no business here,” Nathan said.

“Since when?”

“Since I said so, technically. But officially, I just recruited all the soldiers using my powers as an Imperial Bastion,” he said. “There’s a war on, you see.”

“I won’t have it. These are my people and—”

“Our people,” Fei snapped, charging out from the camp. “What are you doing here? This isn’t the village. Go away, Chief.”

The chief drew himself up to his full height and took a step to the left. This put him directly in front of Fei, who looked tiny next to him. While she wasn’t that short, the chief was the sort of man who needed to duck down before entering any doorway. At a glance, he looked like he could roll Fei up into a ball without trying.

“I am a village chief and tribal elder. You might have forsaken your people and thrown in with the Imperials, but I have not,” the chief said. “I won’t stand by and let good warriors throw their lives away.”

“You didn’t seem to care about my life,” Fei said. “I’m an Imperial Champion now, and all you have to say is that I’m a traitor?”

Beastkin began to drift over from the camp, drawn by the noise. They brought their weapons. At first they looked curious and cautious. When they saw what appeared to be the beginning of a fight, many began to form a circle around Fei, Nathan, and the chief.

Realizing the situation was shifting by the second, the chief snapped, “Your parents would be ashamed of what you’ve become.”

Fei’s eyes bulged. Her fists clenched while her ears and tail shot bolt upright. Blood dripped from her balled fists as she dug her fingers into her palms.

The surrounding beastkin reacted to her emotions in kind. Their tails whipped across the ground. They leveled weapons and grunted noisily. Murmurs ran through the air. The entire camp had turned out.

“They’re dead. I’m not,” Fei said coldly, ignoring the beastkin around her. “All of us can make our own decisions, without being told of the opinions of those who can’t speak.”

“As a tribal elder, my opinions—”

“Are your own. You aren’t Omria, you aren’t an ancient spirit, you aren’t my parents, and you aren’t a living legend like some of the people I’ve met. You’re a man living in a tiny fishing village. Don’t pretend that I should care about you,” Fei said, fury bubbling up through every word.

Instantly, the chief lashed out. His fist slammed into Fei’s face.

She didn’t budge. Her endurance wasn’t as great as Nathan’s, but as a duogem Champion, she had skin like steel. The chief hissed in pain and stepped back. Fei glared at him, but didn’t respond.

For a moment, Nathan felt a sense of déjà vu. Had Fei taken notes from when he had confronted Tharban last year?

Then that feeling was shattered, as dozens of beastkin roared in fury. They leaped forward, spears and swords raised.

“Stop!” Fei shouted.

Everyone froze.

“What did I say about following orders? He’s a village chief. Escort him back home,” she said.

“He struck you,” someone said.

“And broke his own hand doing it. If I killed every person who annoyed me, I’d spend my entire life washing blood out of my tail,” she said. “Go on.”

The chief stared at Fei in shock as several beastkin pulled him away.

After some more shouting, the beastkin gathering broke up.

“Do you think they’ll rough him up later?” Sen asked.

“They better not,” Fei said darkly. “I’ll tell the knights to check up on him.”

“Why?” Maura asked. “If you want, I’ll fry his mind right now. You can take him home and ride him around like a horse.”

The others stared at her.

“Not that sort of riding. Get your minds out of the gutter,” she said.

“Never thought I’d hear you saying that,” Sen muttered.

“I think we’re done here. It’s time to leave,” Nathan declared.

The sooner they left, the sooner he could let Fei rest. Tension filled her body and her eyes flickered with restrained emotion.

Once out of sight, he and the Twins teleported back to Gharrick Pass. Sen, Ciana, and Sunstorm dragged Fei off to bathe and relax. The Twins vanished, presumably to relax after being outside for so long.

Although he wanted to check up on Fei, he had priorities. Namely, ensuring that preparations for his war were going ahead as planned.

He entered the basement and used the gateway to teleport to Fort Taubrum. Seraph would no doubt be busy in her office, organizing logistics and working with Anna and Narime to march on Aleich.

Upon arriving in the castle, he felt her presence.

Then he felt other Champions, and not just the monogems he had trained to defend the portals. Narime and Kara were both here, instead of their usual posts.

Instinctively, he reached for his binding stone. When he scanned the castle, more was amiss.

Familiar power stood outside Seraph’s office. The power of ghosts—Champions that Nathan had seen die in his world.

He thundered out of the fortified basement. Originally, the gateway had been in Seraph’s office, but that had proven troublesome as her workload grew. Protecting it was of high priority, and too many people had access to her office. Nathan had tasked Sen with moving it earlier in the year.

Outside, soldiers filled the halls, gripping their weapons and looking far too stiff. Their eyes widened as they saw Nathan. They saluted him. Several knights fell in behind him without a word the moment they saw his expression and where he was going.

Presumably, they thought Seraph had asked for his help. The story was convenient, so he’d stick with that.

Outside Seraph’s office stood over a dozen of Fei’s elite knights. They glared at a pair of Champions. A monogem and a duogem to be exact, both of whom wore white, black, and red uniforms decorated with far too many wings.

Nathan recognized both by sight, confirming the magical signatures he had sensed.

The duogem turned to face Nathan. She had flowing silver hair past her curvy waist, although he knew that it was naturally blonde. Blue eyes and a gentle smile greeted him, and she raised a hand to her bountiful chest. She looked roughly Nathan’s age. A pair of rubies shined in her collarbone.

By contrast, the monogem focused on the knights. Her anger showed on her face, and she gripped her sword hilt. A single diamond shined in her chest, which was considerably flatter than her comrade’s. Despite her lack of curves, Nathan would describe her as the more beautiful of the two. The one time he had seen her dress up, she had nearly outshined Charlotte.

Both of them were Champions from Trafaumh. Both had died fighting Thanatos during its fall alongside their Bastion. Nathan had known them for well over a decade. The duogem was named Ysabelle, and the monogem Ester.

“Revered Bastion, it is—” Ysabelle began to say. Her accent permeated every word she spoke.

Nathan shut her up with a look, his glare speaking volumes. With a wince, she stepped back, allowing him to enter the office.

“Hold on,” Ester protested. She stepped in his way. “As the honored Champion of Regal Bastion Deverese—”

“I know who you represent and why you’re here,” Nathan snapped. “Get out of my way before I remind you of your place. This isn’t Trafaumh.”

Ester flushed and attempted to draw her sword in anger, her diamond flashing.

“Stop,” Ysabelle said, placing a hand on the younger Champion’s shoulder. “He is right. As the Bastion of this fortress, we cannot deny him entrance to his demesne.”

“Sure we can. Those are our orders,” Ester said.

“Orders or not, I’m going through that door,” he said. “The only question is whether I’ll leave behind a pair of corpses.”

Ester’s grip tightened.

Ysabelle smiled, and the expression surprised him. “I understand why the prophet speaks so highly of you now. Fire burns so brightly in your eyes, of such intensity that I’ve only seen in my dreams.”

“I’d love to hear about your dreams, but I’m afraid that I’m real and there’s a lot of reality that needs saving,” he said.

Seraph and the others remained behind the closed door. Pressure built in Nathan’s mind as the Trafaumh Champions continued to stall him.

Perhaps sensing that he’d had enough, Ysabelle dragged Ester out of the way. “Indeed. Don’t we all need saving?”

As strange as he found that sentence, Nathan needed to press on.

He unlocked the door with a spell and slammed the doors open.

Seraph sat behind her desk, flanked by Narime and Kara. Nobody had drawn weapons or appeared to be using magic. But that didn’t necessarily mean much.

Opposite them stood two familiar figures. One was a young man in his early twenties with burn marks over one eye and a nearly bald head. The power of a Bastion exuded from him and he wore an overdecorated uniform from Trafaumh.

The other was a wiry old woman in gilded robes. She looked old enough that a stiff breeze would turn her to dust on the spot, and the subtle shake of her arm on her cane wasn’t performative. Despite that, her eyes held deep wisdom and even more danger.

Seraph’s eyes flickered with surprise as Nathan barged in, and even a trace of fear. He filed that fact away for later.

Nathan glared at the old woman, ignoring the Bastion. “Inquisitor Baudelaire, what the hell are you doing in my castle? You’re hundreds of miles from home, in Imperial territory, and accompanied by unauthorized military forces during a ceasefire. Your explanation needs to be fast.”


Chapter 16




Immediately, the Trafaumh Bastion reached for the rapier at his side.

Before Seraph or Nathan’s other Champions responded, Baudelaire waved a hand in the air.

“It appears my reputation precedes me,” Inquisitor Baudelaire said, her voice like gravel after close to a century of service to the Order of Trafaumh. “But if you feel the need to question why I’m here, I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation.”

“You’re one of the Inquisition’s three representatives on the Regal Council, which interprets the goddess’s wisdom into law for Trafaumh. You’ve also brought a Bastion with an impressive record battling against the Empire during the recent war,” Nathan said.

He deliberately kept quiet about Ysabelle, as he didn’t know what her current status in Trafaumh was. By the time he met her in his world, many held that she was a Champion blessed by Omria herself. She still dyed her hair silver, but that might be a fashion statement.

“Feats earned during that scuffle pale in comparison to your own, I’m afraid,” Baudelaire said.

The Bastion next to her winced and looked away.

“Oh, don’t be like that, Deverese,” she said with a chuckle. “Allow me to introduce ourselves, Lord Nathan. This is Bastion Deverese, who is serving as my man-at-arms for the duration of my current mission. The Champions outside are Ysabelle and Ester, but I don’t believe you have business with them.”

As frustrated as he was with her, Nathan still bowed and showed limited respect. Deverese returned the bow with a flourish.

“An honor to meet you, Revered Bastion,” he said.

“The same to you, Regal Bastion,” Nathan replied.

Deverese blinked, and his eyes flickered over to the inquisitor. She chuckled.

“My, my, and here I thought your Champions would be the most fascinating part of this visit,” Baudelaire said. “They’ve been most welcoming.”

“We have not,” Narime snapped.

“You seem well-versed in the Order’s peculiarities. Given the schism between the religious orders in the Empire and Trafaumh, it’s a true rarity.” Baudelaire’s eyes glimmered. “Leopold chose his protégé well, despite my initial misgivings. You truly are your mother’s son.”

He didn’t want to rise to the bait, but at the same time, Baudelaire knew more secrets of Trafaumh and the religion of Omria than nearly anyone else on Doumahr.

While Nathan had once been a deep believer in Omria, he had never involved himself with the bureaucracy behind the scenes.

Falmir paid little heed to the theocratic will of Omria, instead seeing her as little more than a goddess to be worshipped. Church and state were deeply separate. The cause of the split between Falmir and the Empire centuries ago had been political, rather than religious. The western nobles chafed under the rule of the Emperor and seceded.

In the Empire, Omria and worship of her was deeply tied to the Emperor and nobility. The Empire was, after all, Omria’s chosen nation and had nearly conquered Doumahr under her watch. The constitution and the emperor existed by her will, and that gave the state enormous power over the people. The power of the priests was limited, and most of the more influential ones were hermits.

As the name suggested, the Order of Trafaumh differed completely from the other western nations. It stood as a true theocracy, and the priests controlled almost every aspect of life. Nobles owned land and ran the cities, but were kept on short leashes unless they infiltrated the religious side. Titles, pomp, and ceremony filtered through everything.

However, this caused a deep split in the official religion of Omria. Falmir and the Empire shared the same organization behind the scenes, despite their conflicts. Trafaumh could not, as other nations refused to recognize a religion that governed a rival nation.

Nathan had picked up plenty of Trafaumh’s oddities and necessary titles during his years working with them. He put them to use now.

“You knew my mother?” he asked, taking the bait.

“Indeed. Her influence on relations between Trafaumh and the Empire cannot be understated. War would have come sooner if not for her. No words can overstate her deep conviction in Omria,” Baudelaire said. “Her passing was deeply tragic. As have been the events since. Things were done that could not be undone.”

“That doesn’t tell me much,” he said.

“State secrets must remain secret so long as they remain relevant,” she said, tapping the side of her nose. “Tharban knows them. If nothing else, your mother imparted her conviction onto him, and you as well, it seems.”

“Is this the part where you answer why you’ve threatened war by infiltrating my land?” he asked, abandoning the dead end topic about his parents.

Seraph and Narime shifted uncomfortably, and shot a look at Kara. The younger Champion looked out of her depth, especially as she rarely became involved in matters this serious.

“War?” Baudelaire laughed. “You would risk battling against nearly every nation at once while in the midst of civil war?”

“Given you plan to invade anyway, I don’t think it’s quite as amusing as you find it.”

Her joy vanished. “True enough. War is on the horizon, despite the sun only recently setting on the blood shed in vain. I am here to stop such a thing.”

That surprised him. “Really?”

“Oh, so you do know why I’m here? Then why all the sound and fury earlier?” she asked. “I don’t have much time, I’m afraid, which is why I didn’t wait for Hans to approve my delegation. While I understand his hesitation after nearly dying, if I cannot confirm the prophet’s validity with my own eyes, then our plans cannot be stopped.”

“So this is about Fyre,” Nathan said.

“Do not speak the prophet’s name in vain,” Deverese snapped.

“Be quiet.” Baudelaire’s voice was like the crack of a whip, and her Bastion came to heel instantly. “You know her personally?”

“I’m certain you already know, given she ran across most of the Empire preaching before revealing herself as the prophet,” Nathan said. “She was… is still my Champion. We remain on good terms and are working toward the same goal.”

“I understand you met her recently,” Baudelaire said, leaning forward on her cane. Her eyes seemed to glow with anticipation.

“Your spies work fast,” he said.

Tarkan, probably. Or somebody watching him. If Falmir, Tharban, and the Spymaster were all using him, then Trafaumh likely had others monitoring his actions.

“I wouldn’t be in my position if I lacked wisdom.”

He snorted. Wisdom was a funny way of describing Trafaumh’s intelligence capabilities.

“Yes, I met her yesterday in the beastkin Enclave. I confirmed that she is the prophet of the goddess,” he said.

“How?” Baudelaire said, eyes hard.

“An ancient ifrit possesses one of my Champions. He’s met the goddess in the flesh, as well as her past prophets. If he believes Fyre to be the prophet, then she is,” Nathan said.

“Oh? You didn’t rely on your pet Messengers?”

The temperature of the room dropped to freezing instantly. Seraph shot to her feet, and Narime’s tails shifted uneasily.

The knights and Champions at the entrance reached for their weapons.

“They agreed as well,” Nathan said coolly. “But Ifrit’s confirmation was the most important. The djinn are ancient allies of humanity.”

Baudelaire searched his eyes. Then she returned to her normal posture and relaxed. “I cannot say that I agree with your actions. For a man who spoke out against the Federation’s heresy, you walk such a path yourself far too easily. But in the end, it is Omria who will judge you. Right now, it appears she smiles on you. As her servant, I must acknowledge her will.”

Deverese looked away with a thunderous scowl.

“Is that enough?” Nathan asked.

“Hardly. As I said, I need to confirm her validity myself. Your words aid me. But we have our own spirits and our own magic. The Order of Trafaumh is ever Omria’s faithful servant, but we will not fight for a false idol. Good day, Nathan.”

Inquisitor Baudelaire left, taking Deverese and his Champions with her.

Sighing, Nathan slumped into a chair opposite Seraph’s desk once he confirmed Baudelaire had been escorted off the grounds. Kara shooed the knights away, then hovered by the entrance.

“Thank you, Kara. I think you should return to Gharrick Pass,” he said. “There are too many preparations to be done for everyone to stay here.”

The dog beastkin nodded, then vanished with a swish of her tail.

“I hope you don’t intend to ask me to leave as well,” Narime said.

“No. You know more than Kara.” He rubbed his eyes. “I can’t say I’m surprised, but I had hoped Trafaumh would send a less important delegation first. Baudelaire is far too dangerous.”

“I can’t believe you openly named her,” Seraph hissed. “She’s the most secretive of the regal inquisitors. Officially, she’s already dead.”

“I have the Emperor’s ear. It’s not hard to believe I’d know about her,” Nathan said. “Holding back when dealing with her will get us killed. Baudelaire doesn’t stab you in the back, so much as the front.”

“Speaking from experience?” Narime asked.

“Not first-hand. She liked me in my world. Deverese and I were… not friends, but rivals. We both picked up the pieces of the collapsed Empire. The two of us even worked together to defeat the Messenger, and we each got the credit in our respective nations.” He shrugged. “But I saw Baudelaire turn Trafaumh’s theocracy into a religious dictatorship over the course of a decade.”

“Oh,” Seraph said. “I can see why you charged in here so angrily.”

“Mmm. She’s not evil—in fact, I’d argue she thinks only of the good of Doumahr. But she’s an inquisitor who wouldn’t hesitate to purge a town for heresy if she believed it was the right decision.”

“The Inquisition was the primary reason my people never attempted to go farther west,” Narime said. “Trafaumh attempted to lure us north, but we always balked at the stories about them.”

“Ironic, given you apparently fought for them in Nathan’s world,” Seraph said with a smile.

“I did not,” Narime replied. Then she blinked. “Wait, did I?”

“Briefly,” Nathan said, glaring at Seraph for revealing this. “After the Federation fell, you fled to Trafaumh for a year. You and Jafeila served the same Bastion briefly, before you joined me and I gave you your third sapphire.”

“I served another Bastion?” Narime asked. “And Fei as well? She came with me?”

Nathan coughed. “Not quite. Jafeila and I had an… odd relationship.”

“Define odd, Nathan,” Seraph asked.

“We met during the fall of the Empire, by which point she had already joined Trafaumh. Over time, we got closer, but she always was fairly catty and resisted joining me. She went through three Bastions in Trafaumh.” He ticked off his fingers. “Her first died to the Messenger in the Empire. The second was executed out of fear of Messenger corruption after battling the succubus. Her third was Deverese, and he died fighting Thanatos.”

Seraph and Narime stared at him.

“Fei went through that?” Narime asked, a hand hovering close to her mouth.

“Yes.”

“And she still wouldn’t join you?” Seraph asked.

“It was an odd relationship.”

“You still haven’t defined odd. Because that doesn’t sound good,” she said.

He laughed. “The short answer is that we had a lot of sweaty sex whenever we bumped into each other, and her Bastions never particularly liked me because of it. I think Deverese had an aneurysm when he found out one of his trigems was screwing his oldest rival.”

Both women calmed down, and Narime giggled.

“So it was a good relationship, but she didn’t want to be your Champion,” the fox said. “That calms me some.”

Seraph hesitated, then remained silent. Nathan frowned.

“In any case, we’re dealing with known entities here. Baudelaire wants to confirm Fyre’s status, and she’s a true believer. If she thinks Fyre is the prophet, then she’ll part the seas in order to assist her. Trafaumh did everything in its power to find a prophet in my world,” he said.

“Yet another reason we can’t do anything about Fyre,” Narime muttered, then sighed. “I’m conducting the final arrangements for our march west. I received your message about moving swiftly. We should be able to send the vanguard out tomorrow. Naturally, you’ll be in it.”

“Naturally,” he said. “Thank you, Narime.”

He gestured to the door with his eyes. The fox got the message. She squeezed Seraph’s shoulder, then slipped out of the room. Her hips sashayed back and forth, drawing Nathan’s eyes to her shapely ass. Narime winked at him before exiting.

“It’s good to know things aren’t so serious that you can’t appreciate Narime’s ass,” Seraph drawled.

“Should I appreciate your ass instead, Lia?” he asked her, using her true name.

A sharp intake of breath greeted his words, and Seraph scratched her cheek.

“I always warn you how dangerous getting distracted is, don’t I?” she said.

“Now who’s being hesitant?” he teased.

“Oh, hush.” She paused. “Can you say it again?”

“Of course, Lia.”

A sigh of pleasure escaped her. “I’m not sure I’ll ever grow tired of that. Sunstorm tells me that it’s even better in bed, but…”

“But?” he prodded.

“I want it to be something special. I won’t pretend to be a virgin for you, and I doubt you expected that, but you’re the first man I’ve genuinely wanted to sleep with since I grew out of teen crushes.” A soft smile graced Seraph’s lips. “Allow an old lady her fantasy?”

“There are plenty of special moments coming,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll find one that suits you.”

“I know. I rather like the idea of it being in the palace. Something about defiling a sacred place appeals to me,” she said.

He blinked.

“Defiling?” he asked. “I’m pretty sure the goddess is accepting of sex.”

“Perhaps. But is she accepting of a blatant heretic claiming a non-believer in the center of her power? The royal palace is an extension of her, and she stretched her tendrils of influence into the rest of Doumahr from within it.” Seraph smirked. “You don’t agree?”

“You’ve never admitted to being a non-believer before,” he said.

“Ah. Well, it’s not a popular stance. Especially as the response is something along the lines of ‘how can you not believe in a goddess who walked Doumahr?’” Seraph rolled her eyes. “As if there can’t be a difference between acknowledging a powerful being and believing in a literal goddess.”

“There’s a certain appeal in it,” he admitted. “Narime and the other foxes have a similar belief, although they rarely speak of it given how deep the religion runs here. The more I learn about how ascended magic works and the things I can do, the harder it becomes to accept a true goddess.”

“About that, did you truly meet Fyre? What was she like?”

“She was Fyre. Except her speeches were less fiery and more accepting.” He frowned. “I’m certain she had this power long before she revealed it. Her firebrand behavior for the past two years makes more sense now.”

Seraph stood and circled the desk so that she stood beside Nathan. Her fingers ran along the side of his head, and through his messy black hair.

“You think she riled up the beastkin while she was simply one of them. Now that she’s the prophet, she’s taking a more conciliatory tone, because the voice of the goddess can’t be so bloodthirsty and furious,” Seraph summarized.

“Yes.”

“Did the same tactic happen in your world? You mentioned a succubus took down Arcadia.”

“Yes and no. There was no prophet, and once the fires started, the succubus didn’t need to shepherd her flock. The difference is…” Nathan sighed. “Fyre’s emotions seem real. If she were simply a Messenger puppet, she wouldn’t remain so interested in me. One of the beastkin insulted me, and Fyre’s fury was ugly. She nearly broke character.”

“That suggests she likely is a puppet, but one with her own agenda,” Seraph suggested.

“Most likely. Which means I can use her.” He steepled his fingers. “The cult she’s creating is being taught to follow my orders, which allows me to bulk up my army with recruits that otherwise avoided military service. Her personal desires match mine, and she wants me, which means I can lead her along until we become enemies. If this power is a gift, she might even reject the one who gave it to her and support me.”

Seraph’s fingers bunched in his hair. She leaned down behind him and he felt her chest press against the back of his head. Her hot breath seeped into his ear as she sighed.

“This is why I love you, Nathan,” she said. “Cold, calculating, and considering, but caring when it counts.”

He frowned. “Did you intentionally alliterate that sentence?”

“Did you like it? I’ve been waiting for a moment to use it.”

A breathless laugh escaped him. “I wouldn’t celebrate too soon. Right now, I’m flying very close to the sun. I don’t have a choice, given what we’re up against, but one wrong move and we’ll plummet to the ocean.”

“Perhaps you should find a Champion with wings or a flight gem?” Seraph suggested. “That way they can catch you before you hit the water.”

“Fyre has wings now. I don’t think I want to count her.”

“Really? I suppose Sunstorm mentioned something similar, but that almost seems like too much. Did anything else happen down south?”

“Sex.”

“Anything special?”

“A foursome. Nearly a fivesome.”

Seraph gave him a light slap on the side of the head, causing him to chuckle.

“As happy as I’m sure Sunstorm and the others are, that’s not what I meant,” she chided. “I received reports of troop movements down there, and Narime mentioned Fei asked for an auxiliary regiment to be established.”

“Like I said, we’re recruiting Fyre’s cult,” he explained. “I do have something for you to look at, actually. The Nationalists sent a Bastion to the Enclave, and he nearly unsealed a binding stone. We stopped him, but the cause was in these messages.”

He handed Seraph the book and piece of paper they found on the Nationalist Bastion. She flicked through the book, then looked at the paper.

“Sunstorm should have recognized the code in the book,” she said.

“She did. It needs to be decoded again with a cipher. We believe it’s on the paper,” he explained.

She frowned. “I’m certain this is relay paper. The paper is infused with magic, then carefully separated. If a special ink is used on one piece, it can be seen on the other if the paper is activated with the right spell.”

“It’s encrypted?” he asked. “I don’t sense any wards. Or even magic.”

“We’re talking about paper, Nathan. If you infused a detectable level of magic into it, then it would catch fire.” Seraph laughed. “It’s more like… the right level of magic. I’m not a sorceress, so I don’t understand it. But it’s simple enough that even I can use these. Let me see…”

Nathan felt a mild level of magical activity rise off Seraph, focused in her hands. It rose and fell like a wave, and she sometimes clicked her tongue.

After close to five minutes, she smiled.

“Here,” she said, handing him a piece of paper with a complicated cipher on it. “I imagine this is a one-time pad of sorts. Relay paper can be changed, after all, by erasing the old ink and replacing it. It used to be the most popular form of encrypted message exchange, before the wireless. When I was a teenager, it was taught to everyone.”

“I imagine it’s still useful, given the issues with portable wireless,” he mused.

“Only to an extent. It fell out of use because it was vulnerable to interception. If the relay paper fell into the wrong hands, codes could be shattered. I believe it’s also very expensive to produce.”

He nodded. “If it can be changed at will, is it possible that’s why the Bastion couldn’t decipher the code? Because it’s wrong? I also confirmed that the Spymaster swapped out a package, which likely included these.”

He briefly explained his encounter with Tarkan, the elf merchant.

Seraph pondered the problem. “Then the Spymaster wouldn’t even need to change the paper. He likely inserted his own in the package, with the wrong code. The question is: how did he know so much about Falmir’s package that he could replace it without raising suspicion?”

“A traitor inside the palace,” Nathan said.

“Almost certainly. This bodes poorly Nathan. I’m coming with you tomorrow, when you leave with the vanguard.”

Her tone brooked no compromise, and he had little reason to refuse. Given how vital many of his Champions were to commanding his soldiers, some of them needed to stay behind to lead the main army. Especially in case of an ambush by an enemy Bastion.

The next day, he awoke in a bundle of fluff. Narime and Fei wrapped themselves around him, enjoying their last night with him for a few days. Both of them needed to stay behind, as they were valuable commanders and the only Champions he felt could hold off a Bastion themselves.

Fei’s new gem ability to steal magical power from others allowed her to operate independently from him, and she had complete command and loyalty from her knights across the front line. Narime could teleport, had plentiful command experience, and her gem abilities allowed her to counter both Bastions and Champions with ease.

He fluffed their tails, enjoyed a very bouncy and wet shower that went on long enough that Sen barged in to complain, and then prepared to leave.

“We’ll be right behind you,” Narime said. “But I don’t want you to slow down your march. Worst case, we can teleport to catch up if Tharban or other Bastions attack. We’ll need five to six days to get the main army from near Trantia to Aleich, but you should be able to make it in three.”

Nathan accepted her overexplaining without question. She had been planning this for over two weeks now, and the final step required her to send Nathan off on his own.

He could teleport right to Aleich himself, but arriving with an army mattered more. If he simply turned up in the palace, he’d only add to Leopold’s presence.

But if he arrived with a reinforcing army, with multiple Champions, including a trigem, then it would be a huge morale boost for the defenders and lift the spirits of the citizens. Most had refused to evacuate, believing that any war over the capital would remain outside the city itself. That left hundreds of thousands of civilians in Aleich, all despairing over civil war.

Assuming that they didn’t join in when things got rough.

Nathan joined the rest of his Champions at the head of the vanguard. They didn’t ride in carriages, given they marched to battle. Thousands of soldiers and knights looked to him for leadership. He couldn’t offer it from behind a tinted window.

In order to defend the portals, he left behind Kara and the other monogems he had recently trained. The Twins remained in their mental world, as he gave them strict instructions not to cause havoc while he was away. Until Aleich was secured, he didn’t want them to be seen.

Astra, Nurevia, Sen, Sunstorm, Seraph, and Ciana joined him on horseback. His unicorn knight insisted on riding the same horse that he did, as if that would somehow protect him better.

Astra kept to herself during the trip, while the others chattered and bickered. At one point, Sen attempted to barter with Ciana to trade places. Naturally, Ciana steadfastly refused, although her hands wandered a little lower on Nathan’s body during the process than they normally did. Sen did not appreciate the taunting.

Despite how cumbersome they were, his troops wheeled along a pair of portable wirelesses. The technology inside them had been improving recently, but they still took up most of a wagon. Integrating an internal power supply, transmitter and receiver, speakers, and the countless other weird internal parts of the various devices took up more room than expected.

Ordinarily, a wireless was broken up across multiple devices. A transmission box sat on the top of a building. The power supply came from the generator that already powered the castle or manor. What most people saw as the “wireless device” was only the piece they interacted with. A single piece of a larger puzzle.

Seraph busied herself with the wireless most nights. The devices couldn’t operate during the day, as they needed to be stationary.

On the morning of the third day of the march, Seraph pulled Nathan aside. He had been drinking coffee with Sen, Ciana, and several of the beastkin lieutenants who commanded the knights. Doing the rounds with the officers ensured he remained informed, while preventing him from appearing like an unapproachable figurehead.

“Leopold just sent me a coded message, using an emergency code we established last winter,” Seraph explained, after dragging him back to his tent.

Nathan surrounded them with wards and barriers, then gestured for her to continue.

“The code is too simple to explain everything, but it’s nearly a worst-case scenario,” she explained. “Fyre’s in the city, battling the Imperial Army. But Leopold also indicated that Maylis has gone rogue. She’s blockading the city. We’re going to need to get through her in order to get our knights into Aleich.”


Chapter 17




“Iguess we know who our mole is,” Nathan said as he surveyed the Imperial companies massed outside the eastern city limits.

Aleich’s sprawl was so vast that the Empire gave up on containing it within a single wall centuries ago. Instead, multiple walls stretched across the interior of Aleich. They stood as a testament to history, when past emperors had built grand walls to defend the city, only for them to be outgrown.

“Don’t be so sure,” Seraph warned. “Alice told us that the Spymaster works through Maylis. If that’s the case, how did he contact Tarkan without her finding out?”

“I doubt he’d be the Imperial Spymaster if he didn’t have his own resources, but I get your point,” Nathan said. “If Maylis found out, he’d be crippled. Or perhaps he already has been.”

“It’s a possibility,” Seraph admitted. “I just don’t want you to use Maylis as a scapegoat and ignore other possibilities. Once we arrive at the palace, my highest priority will be to find any spies and moles.”

“Right now, we have other priorities.” He gestured at the “enemy” soldiers. “You understand who is opposing us, right?”

Seraph shook her head. “I don’t have your sensory abilities.”

He frowned. “That reminds me, I need to talk to you soon about your ability to read my emotions.”

“My former ability,” she said drily. “You’ve cut me off since learning mental magic. It’s… disconcerting.”

She rubbed a hand against his side, and he looped his fingers through hers. Sen coughed behind them, but Nathan ignored her.

“Don’t ignore me,” Sen said. “What’s going on, anyway? The soldiers are antsy. Aleich’s in sight, but the Imperial Army is in front of us.”

“What do you think is happening?” Seraph asked.

“Some sort of Nationalist coup? Fyre has brainwashed the capital into believing that we’re her enemies? An unannounced practice battle?” Sen’s ideas grew less believable over time.

“Sen, can you sense the Champion in the Imperial force opposing us?” Nathan asked.

She frowned and he felt her magical senses reach out. Then she cursed, her face paling.

“Holy shit. That’s the Hound of Omria, isn’t it?” Sen said, eyes wide.

Seraph’s eyes bulged. “Maylis is battling Fyre, and she sent her only trigem to slow us down?”

“I like your confidence. ‘Slow us down.’” Nathan shook his head.

“You have your own trigem, plus multiple duogems. The Hound might be infamous, but he’s a duelist. Against six Champions and you?” she shook her head.

“At best, we’ll win a pyrrhic victory. The Hound was the only Champion strong enough to come close to defeating the Messenger who destroyed the Empire in my world,” Nathan said.

Sen butted into the conversation. She wasn’t the only Champion who noticed something was happening.

Nurevia and Astra milled about nearby. If Sen could interrupt, couldn’t they?

“Look, I’ve heard the reputation of the Hound, but I can’t remember anything about him,” Sen said. “What makes him so scary?”

“Curse,” Astra said, providing greatly helpful information to all.

“What, is he cursed by Omria and his penance is being a Champion?” Nurevia theorized.

Something scratched against Nathan’s mental wards. He had reinforced them since talking with Kadria about the beginning of this new “cycle” and they defeated the attack easily. The feeling vanished before he could investigate.

So somebody was trying to get into his head. No wonder Kadria had warned him about talking about his plans openly.

Astra rolled her eyes and hit Nurevia in the arm. Perhaps a little too hard, given the younger dark elf hissed and rubbed her dark skin where she’d been hit.

“Nathan, can you—” Nurevia began to ask, attempting to give him puppy dog eyes.

“I’m not kissing it to make it better.”

“Actually, I wanted you to hit the same place. It’s not the same if one of your other pets beats me.”

Astra hit Nurevia again.

“Don’t break her arm before a battle,” Nathan said. “Narime isn’t here to heal her.”

Astra’s eyes widened at the realization the most powerful healer in the group was absent. Her penchant for violence against Nurevia needed to be restrained, at least for a few days.

“Trigem ability,” Astra corrected. “He curses others.”

“That’s right.” Nathan nodded. “The curse outlives him, as well. In my world, the Hound used it against the Messenger that destroyed the Empire. That allowed me and Deverese to win, despite being fairly green Bastions with only a single duogem each.”

“I’d wondered about that,” Seraph muttered. “The Twins held back, but we barely fought them off with multiple duogems and Leopold’s help. How could you possibly defeat a Messenger who defeated multiple trigems? The answer is that you didn’t. At least, not the same Messenger.”

“I won’t say it was an easy battle,” he said. “The Messenger was stronger than many I’d fought afterward. She looked far more demonic, with horns the length of my arm and scales that covered her skin. Rather than using ascended magic, she switched between the natural elements, but with a level of power far greater than any sorcerer has ever used. She melted walls, froze rivers, and cut down forests with a flick of her wrist.”

Nurevia frowned, but didn’t interrupt him.

“So, uh, what did the curse do to stop her from cutting you down with a flick of her wrist? And me as well.” Sen tilted her head in confusion.

“The Hound’s trigem ability curses his target, crippling their ability to use magic. Nobody knows how it works, as any targets die shortly after being hit by it. My guess from battling the Messenger is that it restricts how much magic she can use at once,” he explained. “He can only curse one target at a time, however.”

“Immune.” Astra slapped a bare bicep and nodded.

“Damn. I was hoping we could trick him into cursing you,” Seraph said. “Your immortality would be unaffected.”

Astra shook her head. “Enhancements are immune. Maybe lose duogem ability.” She shrugged.

Oh, right. Astra’s duogem ability relied on magic to grant her telekinesis.

Perhaps the Hound might try to remove her immortality? If he was here to cripple Nathan, it would make sense.

“Wouldn’t he target the Champion most reliant on magic?” Nurevia asked. “Fei and Narime aren’t here, but I’d slap a curse on fire kitty without even blinking. After that, I guess it’s you, pipsqueak.”

“Kind of sucks relying entirely on magic, when there are Champions with gem abilities that completely counter me,” Sen whined. “Maybe I should start training to use a gem, even if my affinities are garbage.”

The idea of gem affinities bothered Nathan. He had learned a lot more about gems recently, and wanted to understand more about why Sen was a poor choice to be a gemmed Champion.

Something for after the war.

“What else can he do?” Seraph asked. “If you know. Information on the Hound was hard to come by in the Federation. Nobody really likes to talk about Maylis’s cleaner.”

“His monogem ability is some sort of combat ability, and his duogem restrains his target. He combines them on a single target to eliminate them instantly,” Nathan said. “Curse the enemy to limit their strength, then restrain them while they’re weakened, and finally step in and eliminate them with a combat ability.”

“He has sapphires, doesn’t he?”

Nathan nodded. “With a mixed speed and strength enhancement.”

“Huh. How odd that he matches Fei.” Seraph narrowed her eyes. “Why didn’t you ever train her to become a duelist? Given the strength of Messengers, it makes the most sense.”

“She was a duelist,” he corrected. “But… things are different now. Her first amethyst was generic, but her later ones granted her powerful abilities. I gemmed her quickly, but she took years to get additional gems in my original timeline.”

“So, uh, what’s your plan?” Nurevia asked. “Is it really just one trigem Champion?”

Sen shook her head. “There’s like three other Champions there, plus several sorcerers. How many Champions does Maylis even have?”

“Over a dozen,” Seraph answered, to looks of surprise. “Really? That surprises you? How many Champions does Nathan have?”

Nurevia began to do a headcount with her fingers, before Astra slapped her hand down.

“Nineteen,” Sen said, and rolled her eyes at the dark elves. “You two focus entirely on Nathan, and you’ve been in the Spires lately. He has the eight of us, if you include Narime and Fei. Kara and four monogems guard the portals. Another two monogems have joined us since the war started, and there are three more training to get their gems. Plus Fyre, if she counts.”

“Dark elf Bastions have more,” Astra said. “Dozens each.”

“The difference is that most Champions don’t matter in a real fight,” Seraph said. “Maylis has three binding stones, so she’ll leave her weaker Champions behind to defend them. Her five duogems are the real worry, as well as the Hound.”

Nurevia and Sen shifted uneasily. While all of Nathan’s trusted Champions were duogems, or as strong as one—save Sunstorm—the fact remained that Maylis nearly matched Nathan in terms of raw Champion power.

“Assuming all the Champions here are hers,” Nathan added. “If the Imperial Army are following her orders, then she might be working with loyalist Bastions or Champions who have sided with her or who don’t know what’s going on.”

“This is a real shitshow, isn’t it?” Sen said glumly. “Do we have a plan? Maybe we can negotiate?”

“If Maylis wanted to negotiate, she wouldn’t send her Hound.” He sighed. “Still, we’ll send them a message. If that fails, I’ll yell at them and see how much of the Imperial Army folds.”

“And then what?”

“We attack. Every day we waste is one we’re not preparing for Tharban and the archdukes,” he said.

After a few minutes, Seraph organized a liaison to ride out. If he was attacked by the Imperials, then all bets were off.

Nathan’s army had realized things were awry. The knights gathered in formation at the front of the vanguard in full armor. Behind them, marching soldiers put away food, stowed supplies in wagons, and assembled in force.

Shouting filled the air, and drums and trumpets swiftly joined in as officers called thousands of soldiers to readiness. Supply wagons rolled backward, protected by a company of knights and sorcerers. A swift attack by a Champion could do untold damage to the army if it struck their supplies, so Nathan devoted significant resources to protecting them.

In truth, most of his army served little purpose if battle broke out here. Just like when he fought the Federation, the soldiers weren’t here to win battles.

He needed them to calm people down, look strong, and handle patrols and supplies.

Unlike the war with the Federation, Nathan finally had an elite unit he trusted to contribute to warfare. Fei’s knights numbered over a thousand now, broken up into companies of roughly a hundred beastkin.

While not all of them had been trained to the same degree, given Fei only had so many hours in the day, they all had enchanted armor and weaponry. Against ordinary soldiers, the knights would seem like an unstoppable storm. Their power paled in comparison to even an ungemmed Champion, but a hundred together could overwhelm most monogems.

The downside was that Nathan had spread the knights relatively thin until now. A company protected the southern front, near the Enclave. Two supported Anna. Although not officially a company, each binding stone had a dedicated unit of knights to defend its portal.

Nathan had brought the remainder with him to Aleich. When the Nationalists descended, they’d bring many weaker Champions and likely countless levy soldiers. If Fei’s knights crushed those weaker forces, Nationalist morale would collapse.

Or at least, that was the idea. He wasn’t the only Bastion who had elite knights, although he doubted most had as many. The Royal Knights were famous because of their power, but Nathan suspected his best knights approached them in both numbers and ability.

While Nathan’s liaison crossed the battlefield, the two armies faced one another. Both wore the black and silver uniforms of the Imperial Army. Both waved banners of the Emperor. Once he enhanced his vision, Nathan confirmed that many of the blockading soldiers even wore his crest.

“If we’re both Imperial, and we both think we’re loyalists, who is in the wrong?” Seraph asked rhetorically.

Nathan answered anyway, “It doesn’t matter.”

“I figured you’d say that. The damage to morale if we fight our own will be significant.”

“It’s almost certainly intentional. I had hoped to ride in triumphantly, raising hope across the city. Instead, Maylis is forcing me to slaughter my way through the city’s defenders. I wish I knew why.”

Seraph clicked her tongue while adjusting her tonfas. Once satisfied, she leaned against Nathan. The other Champions had split up, as they each had their own positions to be in should battle break out.

“Doesn’t she oppose this entire mess?” Seraph asked.

“Even if she’s fence-sitting, I can’t imagine that she’d betray the Emperor like this. Leopold and Maylis are… were, I suppose, his right and left hand. Leopold knows politics and strategy, keeping renegade Bastions in line and protecting much of the east. Maylis was Gorthal’s rock, a powerful wildcard who ensured Aleich remained free from conflict,” Nathan said.

“It wasn’t free from conflict two years ago,” Seraph pointed out.

“True. The signs were there, I suppose. Even the confrontation with Tharban makes more sense now—if he knew Maylis’s true loyalties, he wouldn’t be afraid of her intervention when he entered the palace.” Nathan scratched his head, annoyed that he overlooked something so obvious.

But was it obvious? Like Seraph’s comment about the Spymaster, assuming too much at this point might be dangerous. Nathan barely knew Maylis, but if Leopold and the Emperor trusted her, then would she truly betray them like this?

Near the defender’s lines, an enemy duogem Champion tried to shoo away Nathan’s liaison. Several soldiers stepped forward when the messenger refused to leave. An argument broke out between the soldiers.

Only some of the soldiers wore Nathan’s crest. The Champion didn’t, and he continued to shout at the liaison.

Facing a hostile welcome, the liaison shouted something—almost certainly a declaration of his allegiance to the Emperor and Nathan—before riding away.

Chaos broke out among the ranks of soldiers that heard the liaison.

“They have no clue what’s happening,” Nathan said.

“Maybe not, but they’re beginning to realize something is awry.” Seraph looked at him.

“You don’t need to tell me. It’s time to step in. Prepare the troops. Maylis’s Champions look set to cause bloodshed.” He gestured for Seraph to leave, then stepped forward and cast a spell.

It was a simple one. All the spell did was amplify his voice, and direct it forward using magic.

Once cast, he held it ready and stood on the highest place he found. The two armies stood over a thousand feet apart, so he doubted anyone could see him. But he wanted the Hound to know he was here.

“Loyal defenders of the Empire, His Majesty, and the glorious land of our goddess, hear me!” Nathan bellowed. “I am Bastion Nathan Straub. I doubt I need to introduce myself.”

His voice echoed across the flat plains. The arguing soldiers froze, and for a moment, it felt like all sound ceased. Nathan had complete command of the battlefield.

“Traitors march on our beloved capital of Aleich. Our families worry for food and shelter as winter approaches, and armies march on their brothers,” he continued. “We stand as the bulwark against treason, and act as the sword of our goddess and the shield of the Emperor.”

A resounding cheer rose up from his knights, as if they had practiced for this moment. His remaining soldiers swiftly joined in, adding their voice to the deafening din.

Opposite Nathan, the chaos subsided. The professional soldiers of Aleich roared in approval. To them, this now looked less like an imminent battle, and more like a public recognition of their ability.

Nathan’s words were like seasoning—they built up a scene, and constructed empathy. He disliked pretty speeches like this, but soldiers loved them. When ordinary men faced extraordinary times, a few words of encouragement went a long way if spoken by the right person.

Ordinarily, that would be the Emperor. Nathan would have to stand in for him.

“As I promised His Majesty and Her Imperial Highness, I have brought my armies to fight alongside you in defense of our great city. My Champions, knights, and warriors stand with the Empire. Just as you do.”

Nathan stretched his arms wide and waited for the cheers to subside.

Not too long, however. Given a moment, he suspected one of Maylis’s Champions might interrupt.

“I merely need you to let me pass,” he said, his voice almost like a whisper that magic carried across the battlefield. “Then, together, we shall defend Aleich and His Majesty from traitors.”

As if his voice were imbued with magic, the opposing soldiers began to part. The companies began to reform to make room for his soldiers to pass, and cleared the roads for the wagons to roll in on.

Just as quickly, Maylis’s Champions and some of the officers began screaming new orders. More shouting flew at them in return. The enemy lines fell into disarray. The soldiers received conflicting orders, as some officers attempted to clear the way for Nathan and others obeyed Maylis’s command.

Ciana appeared next to him. “I didn’t know you could talk like that. It sent shivers down my spine.”

“I don’t talk like this because I hate how manipulative it is. As I suspected, this will only end in bloodshed.”

At least Maylis didn’t control the Imperial Army as well as he worried. Nathan had feared that even if he entered Aleich, he’d find the defenders disloyal and bitter toward him.

Their response suggested his reputation preceded him, and it was a good reputation. He had drawn more on Omria than he wanted to, but after what Kadria told him, he suspected avoiding her would be more dangerous.

Once a prophet was recognized, Nathan would need to somehow stay on her good side. Openly rejecting the one goddess of the world could only backfire, especially in a time of rising belief.

From the chaos on the opposing side, the same duogem Champion from earlier reemerged. A handful of heavily armored soldiers flanked him—noticeably, they weren’t Royal Knights.

Nathan reactivated his voice amplification spell in anticipation.

“By Bastion Maylis’s decree, Aleich will remain free of external armies. Only its Imperial defenders may enter the city limits,” the Champion roared.

“My fealty is to His Majesty and through him, the goddess herself. If Maylis allows it, I will defend Aleich alongside her. But I will not ignore the will of the Emperor,” Nathan responded.

The Champion opened his mouth to shout something in return.

Before he could, a fireball slammed into his unit of soldiers. Flames erupted around them.

The spell had come from within his own ranks.

The chaos gave way to open battle. Imperial soldier fell on Imperial soldier.

“That’s not good,” Ciana said.

Nathan’s first true battle of the civil war had begun.


Chapter 18




“Forward,” Nathan bellowed. “Separate traitors from those loyal to the Empire.”

His army rushed forth, the knights running at a brisk pace. The rank-and-file attempted to join them, but their officers kept them to a slower pace.

They still had a thousand feet to cross. While the knights could run that far and barely break a sweat due to their magic, the ordinary soldiers would be exhausted.

Nathan’s Champions didn’t wait for the army. Astra and Seraph blurred across the battlefield, and Sunstorm’s puffs of darkness erupted within the enemy ranks. Sen and Nurevia held up the rear, but they began to pick apart groups of obvious traitors.

While the loyalists hadn’t known what was happening, Maylis’s faithful had. Entire companies of elite soldiers pushed aside the chaos and formed up in front of Nathan’s army.

For about five seconds.

Glowing purple crossbow bolts blew apart dozens of the enemy. The clunk-clunk-clunk of Nurevia’s handheld repeater crossbows filled the air, pausing only when she needed to reload.

Beside her, Sen shot up tendrils of flames and smoke within the enemy ranks. These proved less effective in terms of lethality. The tendrils struck few soldiers, and when they did, the effect was far weaker than many of Sen’s spells. She tended to vaporize ordinary humans with even her second rank spells.

However, gigantic masses of fire and smoke turned out to be intimidating. The ranks of the traitors collapsed whenever she cast a spell, and the lingering smoke ensured the fear lingered long after the spell wore off.

Astra also held back as she joined Seraph in the melee. While Seraph’s gem abilities enabled her to effortlessly disarm units of soldiers with a wave of a tonfa, Astra’s skills suited her to turning the battlefield into a meat grinder. So she didn’t.

Instead, she hurled soldiers into each other, bowling over a dozen at a time. Anywhere she appeared, men surrendered or fled in panic. Her three opals shined in the chaos.

Maylis’s Champions responded swiftly. Three duogems rushed to contain Seraph at a moment when Astra was distracted.

“Ciana, cover me,” Nathan said, preparing a spell to support Seraph.

He had hung back during the melee. As powerful as he was, as a Bastion, he was far too high a prize to risk himself in a battle against a trigem.

As one expected from Seraph, she held on despite the sheer power arrayed against her. The anti-magic ability of her energy blasts kept spells at bay, while her regeneration ensured she stayed in the fight. Unless the traitor Champions scored a series of crippling blows at once, Seraph wasn’t going down.

A massive glowing lance slammed into the ground beside an enemy Champion, courtesy of Sen. Before the enemy Champions responded, lava poured out of it. Screams filled the air as one of the Champions learned that his gem enhancements weren’t enough to stop magically imbued lava from removing his leg.

That very moment, Sunstorm appeared behind him. Her swords slammed into his back. Nathan saw the raw power and effort she put into the blow, ensuring she cut through the stronger defenses of a more powerful Champion.

Then she twisted her blades before withdrawing them and vanished again. An axe cleaved apart the air where she stood, as another Champion tried to kill her.

Nathan aimed his spell carefully, attempting to avoid Seraph. His hands glowed with the green squares of a fourth rank spell.

He locked eyes with Seraph, who nodded.

Grunting, Nathan released his spell. The focused blast of wind slammed into the axe-wielding Champion. He went flying, while the corpse of the dying Champion exploded into chunks. Seraph rolled with the force of the blast, but many nearby soldiers weren’t as smart. Dozens of soldiers collapsed to the ground as the shock wave knocked the wind out of them and shattered bones.

That left two duogem Champions standing, with one injured. Another spell should do the trick, especially once Astra joined the fray. The battle in the enemy army began to die down as the loyalists gained the upper hand. Rather than fight to the death, Maylis’s soldiers began to surrender en masse.

“Nathan, stand back,” Ciana said abruptly.

He felt her gems activate. Then a wall of light snapped into existence between him and the enemy army.

Explosions rippled off it.

No, not explosions. Fists pumped full of magic.

“Really, hiding behind a Champion? I had hoped for a manly duel with the hero of the Empire,” a guttural voice said in a rough Trafaumh accent.

The speaker stood in front of Ciana, cut off by her barrier, pressing his arms against it. The nearby soldiers encircled them all, but kept their distance.

For good reason. Three sapphires glittered in the exposed collarbone of the attacker.

Nathan had never seen the Hound in his life. By the time he had gotten close to Aleich, the Messenger had torn apart the city and left the palace in ruins. Leopold, the Emperor, Maylis, and all the defenders had died attempting to hold the demon off. That included the Hound, who lived on through his reputation and post-mortem contribution to the ultimate battle against the Messenger.

Given that reputation, Nathan had expected something closer to a brute like Tharban. Or at least somebody with obvious physical power.

How foolish of him. Champions didn’t rely on their muscles for power.

The Hound’s figure was closer to that of a wiry street fighter, and his narrow face and angular features made him look closer to a human knife than a warrior. He wore a black and silver Champion’s uniform, but without armor. Instead, he festooned his body with the imagery of Omria—badges, sewn patches, statuettes jangling from his belt.

Like Astra, he carried no weapons. But his black gloves looked bulky enough to pack hidden surprises.

Grinning at Nathan, the Hound threw back his head. A shaggy mane of black hair flew backward with the movement.

“Are you not our supposed hero? The chosen of Omria, picked by her cute little prophet?” the Hound taunted.

Nathan surveyed the battlefield. The enemy duogems appeared to be withdrawing now that Astra had joined the fray. He saw the moment the dark elf spotted the Hound, as her entire body tensed up and an opal flared to life.

“I don’t care much for what others call me,” Nathan said. “I didn’t think you’d monologue?”

“You call this monologuing? Nah, I save that for the cells. This is just a little fun. I need to give you a reason to fight me, after all.” The Hound shrugged, then looked around at the surrounding soldiers.

For a moment, Nathan feared the worst. If a trigem Champion ran amok in his lines, hundreds could die.

“I thought you had more Champions?” the Hound said. “I’ve heard fun things about your kitty cat.”

“He doesn’t need more to deal with you,” Ciana ground out.

Her brow shook with sweat as she maintained her barrier. The Hound appeared to be doing little more than leaning on the barrier, but it put her under immense stress. Magic pumped out of her body every second.

“Heh. True. If you’re the Messenger-slaying, rebellion-crushing, war-winning monster everyone claims you are, then defeating me should be effortless.” The Hound’s dark eyes bore into Nathan, and his sapphire glowed again.

His fists slammed into the barrier. Each blow exploded against the barrier and gave off deafening cracks every time he impacted it.

“Force blasts,” Nathan said coldly. “Can you use those at range?”

“Why don’t we find out?” the Hound replied, linking his hands together.

Ciana’s breathing sped up, and her entire body appeared close to collapse.

Nathan grabbed her, a spatial spell in his hands. The moment she let go of the barrier, they blinked fifty feet away.

Roaring, the Hound gave chase. If he was capable of long-range attacks like Narime and Astra, he didn’t use them.

Nathan began to prepare a supercharged fifth rank spell while Ciana caught her breath. Ordinarily, he would use a sixth rank, but he lacked the time. Instead, he’d need to rely on the power of his binding stone and ascended magic. The raw defenses of trigems shrugged off weaker spells.

Nurevia rushed toward them, her crossbows in her hands. A rain of bolts shot out at the traitorous trigem.

Like water flowing around a rock, the Hound slipped past her barrage. His speed fell short of a truly speed-focused Champion, but greatly exceeded even Sunstorm and Astra.

Would Fei move like that with her third gem? She had been a speed demon in his world, but despite being slower, the Hound’s movements looked as skillful as anything Nathan had seen before.

“For fuck’s sake,” Nurevia snapped, holstering her crossbows and drawing a pair of long daggers. They glowed with purple light as she poured magic into them.

Sen’s glowing lance flew toward the Hound. This time, the man paused. He pulled back a fist and then shattered Sen’s spell. Lava burst from the shards of the weapon, coating the Hound in superheated rock and fire.

He merely rolled his shoulders and brushed it off with a blast of force. Even with Ifrit’s help, Sen’s spell was only fourth rank. The lava lacked enough power to truly harm the Hound, although it melted his uniform and left nasty red marks on the man’s skin.

“Nathan, get behind me,” Ciana snapped as the Hound charged toward them again.

“Not yet,” he said, nearly finished with his spell.

He drew his sword and prepared to meet the Hound head-on. If he timed this right, he could end this fight in a single blow.

Then all three of the Hound’s sapphires glowed, and the man grinned maniacally.

“Yes, that’s the power I wanted to see!” he boomed. “The power that made Omria herself recognize you. Let’s see if it can survive her judgment.”

Ciana fruitlessly pushed Nathan behind her, but the Hound’s curse didn’t care.

A strange sensation shrouded Nathan’s senses. His body felt normal, the enhancement provided by Ciana and the binding stones untouched by the curse.

However, his magical senses dulled. He struggled to sense even Sen’s magic, as she cast a sixth rank spell less than a hundred feet behind him. Magic seemed to slip through his fingers as he failed to control it.

For a moment, Nathan panicked. The curse had struck him at the heart of his power—his ability to weave magic. Even his ability to use the binding stones relied on his magical senses. The Hound attempted to cut him off from magic itself.

Then a decade of experience kicked in. He clamped down on his fear.

Before he lost control of his current spell, he loosed it with a flick of his sword.

The Hound’s eyes widened. He hesitated, about to respond with his fists. Ordinarily, his force magic could stop an opposing spell, even an invisible one like Nathan’s.

But he didn’t. The Hound dropped to the ground, attempting to snake away from the attack.

The space he had occupied seemed to compress in on itself for a moment. Then a loud crack filled the air, and a shock wave sent the Hound rolling.

Nurevia barely held her ground, relying heavily on her strength enhancement. Ciana summoned another barrier. Dozens of soldiers were bowled over, knocked into each other like branches flying in a storm.

“Hell of a trick,” the Hound gasped out. He looked ruffled, but no worse for wear. “Now do it again!”

Nathan would if he could. His spell cut space itself, destroying whatever it impacted. The explosion afterward appeared to be a side-effect, although he didn’t fully understand what caused it. He cast spells to kill things. He wasn’t a magical scientist.

This spell had destroyed Thanatos’s sword in the battle against him. Here, he had hoped to win outright.

But the curse dulled his magical senses to an extent he doubted he could even cast a fourth rank spell.

Something about this curse felt familiar, reminding him of recent experiences. He’d ponder the problem after they won.

“You can’t? Ah, well—” the Hound began to say.

Two of his sapphires glowed. Ciana growled, but this time she took the offensive. Nurevia’s bolts rained down on the enemy.

A growing dust cloud indicated the imminent arrival of Astra, so Nathan knew he only needed to hold on for another twenty seconds or so.

“Watch me,” Nathan snapped.

Then he pulled on every drop of binding stone power he could. Even with his senses weakened, he felt the direct connection with his binding stones clear enough. Power flooded him, but much of it slipped through his fingers. Nathan lacked the time to condense it into a spell, especially with his abilities suppressed.

Good enough, he supposed.

He surged forward. The Hound’s eyes glittered even as Nurevia ducked in with her daggers. Behind Nathan, one of Ciana’s diamonds glowed as she chased him, sword drawn.

Chains burst from the ground. They wrapped around Nurevia, attempting to wrestle her to the ground. She screeched, and an amethyst glowed as she fought to escape.

The Hound ignored her, instead launching punches at Nathan. In response, Nathan thrust his sword forward.

Force blasts slammed into Nathan, shattering his sword upon impact. But the blows failed to slow him down. Mountains of raw magical energy poured off his body as he intentionally channeled more binding stone power than he could handle.

He slammed into the Hound. Before his opponent could tear him apart with his gem ability, Nathan unleashed as much magic as he could in its simplest form.

Fire.

The explosion shot a hundred feet into the air and the ground itself shook. Nathan lost his grip on the Hound as they were sent flying apart. He rolled, then was plucked from the ground and held in the air for a moment.

When he opened his eyes, he saw Astra a dozen feet away, her opals glowing. Her eyes screamed fury.

“Well, shit, turns out you are hot shit,” the Hound drawled, picking himself off the ground. “Maybe I should have hit you with the chains. Ah, well. Until we meet again.”

Astra didn’t care for his words. She reached for the Hound using telekinesis.

As if ready for this, he lunged at her. Astra responded in kind, her fists raised.

Then the Hound let off force blasts against only air, causing her to stumble. Then he rushed off, far faster than Astra could follow.

“Coward,” she screamed.

Her fists punched down at the air, as she cannoned her power into the ground around the Hound. He was too fast, however. Dirt rained down on the battlefield, but he vanished into Aleich within seconds.

Sunstorm teleported next to Nathan, her face pale.

“Are you alright?” she asked, her hand shaking. “I… I wanted to help, but—”

“I’m fine,” he grunted out. “There was a whole battlefield to worry about, Choe. We can’t all fight a single enemy.”

Her downcast expression made it clear that her hesitation had been for another reason. He suspected as much. With only a single gem, Sunstorm lacked the ability to even scratch the Hound.

“What’s the state of the Imperials?” he asked, ignoring the fuzzy sensation that clouded his mind.

“Half of them have sided with us, a couple hundred more stopped the fighting but then ran off. Most of Maylis’s loyal soldiers either surrendered or fled. We have hundreds of prisoners.” Sunstorm shrugged. “Lots of confused officers. Last I saw Seraph, she was rounding up officers.”

“Join her. Everyone else, return to your positions,” he ordered. “After a short break, we’re marching on the palace. We’re finally here. It’s time to quell a rebellion.”


Chapter 19




“He hit you with his curse,” Seraph said, riding alongside Nathan as they entered Aleich.

He shot her a warning look. Given they were moving and not inside a carriage, aural barriers weren’t an option.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Ciana muttered, clinging to his waist from behind.

“Like I said, it’s not that bad. And sit up straight. The knights expect you to act like this around me, but the civilians won’t,” he said.

Ciana gasped, and he felt her shift in the saddle. Her hair flicked him in the back of the head due to her rapid movement.

Mopping up after the battle hadn’t taken as long as Nathan feared. The results had been far better, as well. Dozens lay dead, but the vast majority of casualties consisted of wounded. Most of the Imperial Army appeared dazed.

The question from most of the officers had been why Maylis had ordered them to battle Nathan. As far as they had known, they were deploying to stop a Nationalist army from entering the city.

However, Aleich itself remained the true challenge. Their defenders had brawled with each other outside the city. Surely word would spread like fire throughout the civilian population?

But first, Nathan needed to handle the fuzzy sensation that clung to his magical senses. The Hound’s curse lingered.

“For the first time in over a year, I’ve been able to sense your emotions clearly,” Seraph said. “Your magic has been weakened that much. I won’t let you brush this off.”

His fists clenched around the horse’s reins. If his wards had weakened, that left him open to whoever had been trying to infiltrate his mind.

“The curse is dangerous,” he began to say.

“And we should have expected the Hound would target you. If he couldn’t hit a high-profile target like Fei or Narime, you stood out as the next best option,” she said.

“He wanted Nathan to begin with,” Ciana said. “All he talked about was Nathan’s reputation.”

“I did expect him to attack me. Why do you think I remained behind? I had three Champions to defend me, and Astra intervened as quickly as she could.” Nathan rolled his shoulders, which caused Ciana to place her arms on them and begin massaging them. “But you’re missing my point. Now that I have the chance to think, I recognize what the curse is doing.”

“Which is?” Seraph asked.

“When the Twins taught me how to teleport, they explained the process of planar shifting. According to them, magic doesn’t exist physically, but in a separate plane of energy. That’s what our magical senses interact with,” he explained.

Ciana and Seraph listened patiently, although the latter raised an eyebrow at the way Ciana’s hands never stopped moving across Nathan’s body.

“Now that I’ve been through multiple planar shifts, I have a better grasp of what that ‘magical plane’ is,” he continued. “The curse is like a ward in that plane, and it’s trying to block magic from me. I can’t sense it, can’t control it, and have difficulty drawing on it.”

“How did you fight him at the end, then?” Ciana asked.

“Because my connections to the binding stones are unaffected, at least until I start trying to use the magic. I imagine that’s why the Messenger I fought was still dangerous—her skill dropped, but her power remained the same as they use binding stones as a power source as well,” he said.

As always, a trigem’s ability was on a whole other scale to weaker Champions. While the Hound was far from undefeatable, his abilities allowed him to crush most individual opponents with ease, but he suffered against multiple enemies. Given more preparation, Nathan doubted the trigem would see the same level of success.

Assuming the Hound attempted such a reckless assault again. As far as he and Maylis knew, Nathan was now crippled.

“And how is this good? You know what it’s doing, but you still can’t cast spells,” Seraph said.

“In case you’ve forgotten, I have a pair of women who excel in magical manipulation. I suspect they can remove this,” he said.

Ciana’s hands froze, and she let out a hum of approval. “It’s nice that they’ll be useful for once.”

“Cutting.” Seraph laughed. “That means you’ll need to summon them in the palace. I don’t agree with your hesitancy regarding them.”

“If they take control of the palace or any nearby binding stone, then the civil war is pointless,” he said.

“They seem to like you.”

“That only means they’ll keep me alive after they level Doumahr.” His eyes hardened. “I don’t trust them enough to risk letting them slip their leash. They panicked when they learned about this new cycle. Given the chance, they might try to end everything quickly.”

“I think you’re giving them too little credit. You’re overly suspicious of new women,” Seraph said.

He shot her a look, and she smirked in return.

As they entered Aleich proper, Nathan’s concerns about Maylis’s plan were allayed. Not because of how he handled the battle, but a matter he had nearly forgotten about.

Fyre.

“Did Leopold tell you anything about why Fyre was battling the Imperial Army?” he asked Seraph.

Ciana’s grip tightened around his waist.

“No. As I said, our code is too clipped to provide much detail. But judging from what we went through, I’m not sure I can judge her too harshly,” Seraph said.

“Fyre or Maylis?” Ciana muttered.

The older Champion shot the unicorn a look. “Be careful of what you say now that we’re in Aleich. Nathan can challenge Fyre, because she adores him. We can’t. And we might endanger everything if others overhear us.”

Ciana nodded, her chin striking Nathan’s back in the process.

The cause for their concern was the battle worn state of the city. Checkpoints lay abandoned or overrun by civilians carrying makeshift weaponry. Those Imperial soldiers still present all wore Nathan’s crest, which he forced himself to realize bore religious significance now.

His and Fyre’s fortunes were intertwined. She had created this movement over the past two years. When she had emerged as the prophet, wings had been added to the crest.

Nobody could tell whether somebody wore the crest out of belief in Fyre, loyalty to Nathan, or allegiance to the Emperor. All three causes balled together, ready to smash apart the Nationalist rebellion.

The soldiers saluted him as he passed, and some joined his procession as he marched on the palace.

“We are fanning our forces out across the city, as planned?” he asked Seraph.

“To some extent,” she said.

When he narrowed his eyes, she merely shrugged.

“We don’t know the extent of Maylis’s rebellion, or how much we can trust Fyre. It’s better if we concentrate our forces until we know more.”

“Fair,” he conceded. “The moment we know better, I want Astra cleaning up this mess, however. The sight of a trigem will calm things down.”

The palace was in a state of lockdown, surrounded by the Royal Knights. Even they wore his crest, despite their direct allegiance to Maylis.

Leopold and his duogem Champion, Mae, met them outside the palace wall. Or what was left of it.

Entire sections of the wall had been melted or reduced to rubble. Columns of rock and steel rippled across the outer courtyard, likely constructed by Maylis in a hasty defense. The Imperial Palace itself was untouched, but the battle between Fyre and Maylis had carved apart much of its outer defenses.

Nathan saw few dead, however. That meant little, given Fyre’s ability to disintegrate Champions.

“Nathan, it is good to finally see you,” Leopold greeted him, but his smile was grim. “Your timing is, as always, impeccable.”

The two men traded salutes, while Mae nodded, her expression hidden behind her mask.

Leopold was the oldest and, until recently, the most influential Bastion in the Empire. These days, Nathan suspected that he held that title.

Despite being in his fifties, Leopold towered over Nathan. He was a lean-muscled giant with neatly cropped gray hair and full sideburns. Thick, well-worn plate armor adorned his body. The man favored function above appearance, and he looked the part. Other than the required regalia to indicate his position and allegiance to the Emperor, he wore no other accessories.

Save Nathan’s crest, of course. Leopold was a savvy political player, and didn’t possess Nathan’s hang-ups over the armband.

“If it was impeccable, I would have been here to see the battle,” Nathan said. “What the fuck happened?”

“The prophet arrived, held an impromptu mass outside the palace, and drew Maylis’s ire. Words were said that could not be unsaid, mostly by Maylis. With His Majesty growing increasingly ill, her temper has worn thin.” Leopold’s face seemed to show his age for a moment, before he recomposed himself. “Or at least, that’s how it seems. I have difficulty accepting that reality.”

“The Hound intercepted me outside the city. That seemed planned,” Nathan said.

Leopold’s expression darkened, and he gestured for them to enter the palace.

The Royal Knights allowed Nathan and his Champions entrance, but seemed wary of most of his soldiers. For now, Nathan let things lie. He didn’t need an army in the palace itself.

“Seraph, Sen, I want you to take care of things out here. Everyone else, with me,” he ordered his Champions.

If something went awry with Fyre, he wanted Astra and Ciana with him. Not that he could get rid of Ciana even if he tried.

Leopold explained matters as they walked toward the open doors of the palace itself.

“Maylis chafed at the idea of turning Aleich into the main battleground of the civil war. Her and Alice have argued about defenses for the past two weeks, to no avail. In the meantime, I’ve used my connections. Today, that proved necessary.”

“So you do think she planned this,” Nathan said.

“Of course. Did she intend to do it today? Perhaps not.” The old man shrugged. “But the speed with which her orders to the Imperial Army went out proved that she intended to lock down the capital at some point. The prophet merely caught her off guard, preventing her from confronting you directly.”

“Is Fyre inside?” Nathan asked.

“She is seeing to His Majesty’s health,” Leopold said, his words coming out slowly and his expression guarded.

“You let her get that close to him?” Ciana hissed.

Her old mentor shot her a warning look. Given Seraph’s words from earlier, Ciana had the decency to look ashamed.

“His Majesty is deeply faithful. He will make the decision regarding whether she is the prophet or not,” Leopold said. He rubbed his eyes. “I do wish Gorthal would allow us to join him, but at least I convinced him not to bring Alice into the conversation.”

“Fyre wanted to meet with Alice and the Emperor privately?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. After Maylis’s betrayal, I vetoed it. Gorthal was beside himself, as matters of faith are for the Imperial family. Only the intervention of the Spymaster calmed him down, although he insisted on meeting with Fyre.” Leopold grimaced. “I’m glad I managed to form a connection with the Spymaster before Maylis turned on us.”

“So we can rely on him?” Nathan asked. “Despite his connections to Maylis?”

“Gorthal—sorry, His Majesty believes so. Don’t look at me like that. Despite my position, I know as much about the Spymaster as you do. Maylis and the Spymaster are relatively recent appointments. The veil of secrecy around the Spymaster remains in place, even for me.” Leopold shrugged. “There are a few dozen Royal Knights, Maylis, and the Hound who have met him.”

“What about the Champions he borrows?”

“They usually work through Maylis. Most returned to their Bastions given the war, crippling the Spymaster’s capabilities. If Maylis had been cooperative, that wouldn’t be the case, but…”

“It is what it is,” Nathan said. “I think we can trust the Spymaster. But I thought the same about Maylis, despite the warnings.”

They entered the grand hall of the palace. It looked as monstrously huge and ostentatious as always, and it was far from empty. A company of Royal Knights guarded further entrance into the palace, and more camped out across the multi-level complex.

Nathan had dark memories of days spent squatting in mansions, castles, and palaces in anticipation of grand battles.

The knights settled in as best they could. Most had likely been here for days, and might remain here even longer. As far as they were concerned, they were the last line of defense for the Emperor. Patrol and guard rotations would have been tossed aside. These men and women had trained most of their life for a situation such as this.

As with the Royal Knights outside, those inside wore Nathan’s crest.

“How many did we lose?” he asked Leopold.

The old man gave him a sidelong look, aware of how sensitive the conversation was. No doubt the Royal Knights had watched lifelong friends walk away to join Maylis.

“Less than I expected, more than I hoped,” Leopold said with a grave sigh. “The high number of beastkin kept things stable, but Maylis took a lot of the recent recruits.”

“I thought they’d be more loyal to His Majesty,” Ciana interrupted, her expression torn between fury and shock. She kept her voice low, after being admonished for her lack of tact over Fyre. “I trained with the Royal Knights for years. Their duty and discipline matched everything I read in books.”

“They’re still people, Ciana,” Leopold said gently. He reached over and gently ruffled her hair, causing her ears to droop down to the side of her head. “For many of them, Maylis is all they know. How many of Nathan’s soldiers and knights are more loyal to him than to the Empire or the Emperor?”

Ciana winced, while Nathan grimaced.

“I never intended to create a private army,” he grumbled.

“Maybe not at first, but you’ve leaned into it recently,” Leopold countered. “Don’t whine. Given how things have played out, it’s been the right call. Years ago, you called me out over my hesitancy to tackle the Nationalists. Gorthal and I traded away so much to avoid civil war, and what did it get us?”

Nathan interrupted Leopold, “We don’t have anything to gain by beating ourselves up over past mistakes.”

“Do you take your own advice?” Leopold asked with a dark chuckle.

“I try to. At the very least, wait until after we win to talk about past mistakes. Some things have gone wrong, but a lot has gone right,” Nathan said. “We control Aleich, the archdukes have hesitated, and we even have a prophet on our side.”

“Don’t joke about the last part,” Leopold muttered.

They left the grand hall. Knights parted for them with salutes, and Nathan noticed the wagging tails beneath many uniforms.

“You’re as popular as ever,” Nurevia commented.

“I imagine you’re as unpopular as ever,” Sunstorm said.

The dark elf scowled, but the response drew a smile from Astra.

The true throne room hid behind the grand hall, protected by windy hallways and heavily armed knights. Leopold led them inside.

While this chamber lacked the raw presence of the grandiose hall outside, it had one thing that existed nowhere else on Doumahr.

The glittering throne of Anfang. Millennia of emperors had been crowned here by Omria herself. Its size paled in comparison to the gargantuan mass of steel, glass, and granite that the Emperor sat on in the grand hall.

But it exuded magic. Despite Nathan’s loss of faith, he respected the intense power that poured off the throne at the end of the room. It was crafted from gold, bismuth, platinum, black steel, and a dozen other exotic mundane and mystical metals. Sunlight shined through stained glass skylights and gave the throne its glittering quality.

For now, it remained empty. Alice stood in front of it, wearing a fluttery dress that looked shorter than usual. No doubt she had intended to wear it while riding. Nathan had informed her of his arrival today, and the plan had been to make an appearance together.

Another of Leopold’s Champions stood nearby, two rubies in her collar. She saluted her Bastion, then stepped away to give them privacy. Mae joined her, and the two held a private discussion.

Alice’s shadowed expression gave way to joy when she saw Nathan.

“You’re here!” she gasped, then shot across the room.

He caught her before she tackled him in a hug. Her arms wrapped around his while she looked him over for wounds.

“You look fine, but I can feel something… off,” she said, her magical senses running over him.

Leopold narrowed his eyes. “You fought the Hound. Did he target you?”

Every Champion in the room turned to look at Nathan. Eight pairs of eyes bore down on him.

“He did. I suspect I can undo the curse, however,” Nathan said.

“Maylis insists that’s impossible,” Leopold said.

“I imagine she also doesn’t believe in our prophet.”

“Do you?” Leopold countered.

None of the Champions flinched at his remark. Nathan took that as a sign that the old man had been forthcoming with his Champions. Above all else, Leopold’s loyalty was to the Empire and to his oldest friend, the Emperor.

“Her power is genuine,” Nathan said. “Both Ifrit and my Messengers have confirmed as such. Whether she’s the prophet of the goddess is another matter, but I don’t think it matters.”

Leopold’s expression tightened. “To think you were the one who accused Torneus of heresy once. Hans told me about the Messengers he met. They sounded awfully familiar.”

“One nearly killed you, yes,” Nathan said. “That power is exactly why I’m using them.”

“Ensure that you’re always the one using them, and that they never take hold of the leash.” Letting out what must be his hundredth sigh of the day, Leopold ran a hand through his hair. “Are they related to your ability to remove the curse? I cannot imagine that you can manage what even the Sorcerers’ Lodge failed to do.”

“They are. Or at least, I think they are.” Nathan looked away. “I’ll need to summon them here, which bothers me. The palace is effectively a binding stone. Messengers aim to steal them from us, and use them to destroy Doumahr. The risk—”

Leopold raised his hand. “Can be managed. Maylis lost control of the palace during her battle, which is when one of her Champions whisked her away. If you’re right, and the prophet is the real thing, then she can control a pair of weaker Messengers.”

Nathan wouldn’t describe the Twins as “weak,” but he knew that Leopold was comparing them to his past. Like Tharban and Gareth, the old man had fought on Kurai. He had seen what Messengers were capable of at the height of their power.

“If you’re fine, then maybe we can talk about more positive topics for a moment,” Alice suggested. “Our plans are in motion. Tharban is marching on Aleich, but so are Grandpa Milgar’s forces.”

Nathan cracked a smile when Alice forced herself to add Milgar’s surname to “grandpa.” She had finally accepted how confusing it was to call both the Emperor and Milgar the same name to everyone.

“Even without Maylis, we still have the advantage,” she continued. “The archdukes’ forces are moving slowly, and some aren’t moving at all. It’s as though they’re rebelling against themselves. The Spymaster has suspicions as to why. But what’s important is that they only have one trigem Champion, Griem from Kaufberg.”

“Only one,” Leopold repeated sarcastically. “Griem is a veteran from Kurai. He was a monogem there, and I pulled him out of the corpse of a manticore.”

Nathan nodded. Trigems were legends. While the Hound stood out more than most, Griem had his own story. He was one of the few male trigems on Doumahr. The fact that much of his rise to glory was connected to surviving the death of his Bastion on Kurai clouded his story, but Nathan suspected that was sour grapes.

Nobody became a trigem Champion out of pity. The force of will required to withstand three gemming ceremonies, let alone become one of the few with enough affinity, set Griem apart by default.

“I’ve heard rumblings about what happened to the archdukes,” Nathan said. “Have they been seen since they met with Tharban?”

Leopold closed his eyes and a pained expression crossed his face. Alice looked uncertain, her eyes searching the old man’s face.

“No,” he said. “Both archduchies are in turmoil. While the Bastions continue to fight the civil war, many nobles have reached out to me or Milgar in the last few days. They fear the worst.”

“Will they switch sides?” Nathan asked.

“I doubt it. They’re pushing for some sort of compromise now. That we install a compromise candidate as emperor and denounce Tharban. If they had offered this a month ago…” Leopold trailed off, then sighed again. “It’s pointless. Too many have already died. Gorthal’s health worsens drastically with each passing day. Healers come and go hourly. And even if we try to stop Tharban, will it work?”

“No,” Nurevia said.

All eyes turned to her now. She shrugged off the attention.

“Look, I knew the asshole for ages. He’s not as stupid as he seems. More than that, he’s devoted. He’d happily martyr himself if it meant mortally wounding us. All he wants is an Empire that fights for what he believes in.”

“Crushing foreigners and non-humans beneath its boot?” Sunstorm suggested.

Alice coughed. “I think he believes his ideals are purer than that.”

“Tharban can believe whatever he wants. If the Spymaster is right, he’s not only sparked a civil war, but he’s also killed two archdukes. His ideal Empire looks nothing like anything from the past,” Nathan said coldly. “And what would it even achieve? Eternal war with Trafaumh and Falmir? Millions dead? Demons pouring in from every portal?”

“He won’t abandon the portals,” Leopold said. “I fought alongside your father. If nothing else, he was a man of duty.”

“Duty to what?”

“To what he felt was right. You’re like him in that way.” Leopold stared Nathan down. “I can’t help but wonder if you repelled him because you represented his qualities, but not his ideals.”

Nurevia scoffed. “Little Nathan had nothing on the big-dicked monster standing here.”

Everyone glared at the dark elf, who pouted at Nathan.

“It’s true,” she whined.

While everyone rolled their eyes, it occurred to Nathan that he had never told Leopold the truth about himself. Despite his importance in their plans and the friendship the two of them had struck up, Leopold remained in the dark.

“While we have the chance, I think I should explain—” Nathan began to say.

He didn’t get the chance to finish. The Royal Knights stepped into the room and stood at attention.

Side by side, the Emperor and Fyre strode into the throne room.


Chapter 20




The Emperor’s figure looked even more haggard than it had last winter. Nathan saw the lines of his face, and the aging man leaned heavily on his cane with each cautious step. The Emperor’s confident stride was nowhere to be seen. His massive furred cape no longer hid his age. Instead, it made him look like a tiny man wrapped in a fur blanket.

Alice’s expression became pained as she watched her grandfather enter the room. Her hands reached for him, but she maintained her composure. For the moment, her grandfather was the Emperor, and he needed to stand apart from them.

“Did I interrupt something?” the Emperor asked, giving them a gaunt smile. “I feel like I heard something inappropriate before I entered the room.”

Several people glared at Nurevia. Astra didn’t, however.

The ancient Champion stared at Fyre, her green piercing eyes unreadable.

For her part, Fyre had eyes for one person only. Her face lit up upon spotting Nathan and her fluffy wings flapped behind her, filling the hall with a rustling noise. Her silken tail swished back and forth excitedly.

“We were discussing strategy, Your Majesty,” Nathan said.

The Emperor waved a hand. “I’ve said it before, but you don’t need to waste time on formalities. Call me Gorthal.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The look that Nathan received was unimpressed, as if the Emperor had heard the joke a thousand times before. His lips quirked upward, however.

“If it’s strategy, then I shall contribute what little I can.” The Emperor crossed the room, walking to his throne. Partway there, Alice clung to his side, supporting him as he walked. “Thank you, Alice.”

Once he was seated, Fyre stepped in front of him. Her face turned from the throne to Nathan, then back again.

“I have spoken with Lady Fyre, who has claimed to have access to the power of Omria herself. As Emperor, I have knowledge of the relics and power of our beloved goddess. Using those, and the power I witnessed earlier…” The Emperor paused and his expression dropped briefly. “Combining everything, I hereby recognize Lady Fyre as the prophet of Omria. That is the will of the rightful Emperor of the Anfang Empire.”

Fyre gulped, eyes wide. Her fingers twitched, and she stared at Nathan out of the corner of her eye.

“Are there any objections?” the Emperor asked, his tone suggesting he wouldn’t accept any. His glare focused on Leopold.

“Nathan has already explained that he confirmed her power,” Leopold said. “If an ancient Ifrit and even demonic Messengers believe in her power, then we now have recognition from all corners: mortal, spirit, and demon.”

“Do we need all three corners?” the Emperor responded, his tone bitter.

Nathan stepped forward. “Trafaumh approached me. Inquisitor Baudelaire will confirm the prophet’s validity herself. Whatever the Empire decides is one thing, but convincing the Regal Council of Trafaumh is another.”

“Ah, Baudelaire.” The Emperor sighed. “Yes, that is troubling. I will not deny someone of her deep faith the chance to confirm Omria’s return. But given her past actions… I cannot approve of her presence here.”

“We can’t do anything about the Inquisition’s extreme actions in Trafaumh, but if they’ll help us stop a global war, we should take it,” Nathan said.

Leopold and the Emperor stared at him in shock.

Then the Emperor chuckled. “As always, you are more aware than we give you credit for. I understand your approval of Nathan, prophet. That I recognized the same strength and potential as Omria will become one of my fondest memories.”

Ice slid through Nathan’s veins. As happy as the Emperor was, it was based on a lie. Fyre’s fascination with Nathan was personal, and his strength had nothing to do with a goddess.

One look at the Emperor’s state kept Nathan silent. Would the truth help? Alice rubbed her grandfather’s arm through the coat, her expression one of deep worry.

“What about the palace?” Leopold asked. “Maylis lost control of it during the earlier battle.”

“I took it from her,” Fyre said. “Her lack of faith denied her access to the glory of Omria.”

The Emperor’s face turned stony, preventing anyone from reading his emotions about Maylis.

“You control the palace, then?” Leopold kept his expression in check, but Nathan saw the raw terror in his eyes.

She shook her head. “The palace was a gift to the Empire, much like the Spires to the First Peoples. His Majesty retains ultimate control over who defends the Empire.”

“So long as they don’t go against you,” Leopold added.

Fyre smiled in response, and it was a familiar one: fake, bright, and subtly menacing.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Emperor said. “I am too old to pass on the power. Either of the ceremonies is too much for me. Instead, the right will fall to Alice.”

“To whoever is coronated, you mean,” Fyre said. “As I explained earlier—”

“This war is about the throne. Changing the constitution must wait for it to be resolved. Then, and only then, can Alice take my place and hand over the palace to Nathan,” the Emperor said.

So that was what this was about.

Alice’s eyes widened, and she met Nathan’s gaze. He shrugged in return.

Unfortunately, he knew next to nothing about the palace. It had been destroyed before he reached it in his world.

“At least teach her how to hand over the power,” Fyre asked, nearly begging as she stepped forward. “Or allow me to help you—”

“No!” the Emperor boomed. “I came into this world by the grace of Omria, and I shall leave it the same way.” His expression softened, and he turned to Alice. “But I will teach you the secrets of the palace. The rest… can wait.”

Pain shot through her eyes, but Alice nodded.

A mental pressure struck Nathan’s mental barriers. He recognized this as Fyre, given it came from the tether he maintained. Although her attack felt different from last time, it still threatened to breach his wards.

Her eyes widened and she looked at him in shock. Quickly, she schooled her expression and bowed to the Emperor.

“As her prophet, I shall do everything in my power to protect and respect the Empire she built. Only together can we maintain Doumahr,” she preached.

The Emperor left, escorted by Alice and Leopold. That left Nathan and his Champions alone with Fyre.

The supposed prophet focused on Nathan exclusively.

“What did she do to you?” Fyre hissed. “Your glorious power… It’s gone.” Despair filled her tone.

“I’ll be fine,” he said.

“But—”

“What are you?” Astra snapped. “You are not her.”

Everyone froze.

Unlike the others, Astra had met Omria. Even fought alongside her before the goddess’s ascension. If she didn’t recognize Fyre, did that mean Ifrit was wrong?

“I’m her prophet, not Omria herself,” Fyre said with an annoyed expression. “I don’t want to hear doubts from someone who accepted his help.”

Astra recoiled as if struck.

“You’re talking about the being behind the Messengers,” Nathan said.

“You know about her connection to him?” Fyre’s eyes widened. “Of course you know. What am I saying? Yes, as the prophet, I have been told a great many things. That is why I know I can trust you, Nathan. Only you have the power, strength, and knowledge to aid me in constructing Omria’s Empire.”

Did she really know so much about him? Because if she did, then her words might be less positive.

Nathan stepped up to Fyre, so that he towered over her.

The horsegirl’s cheeks flared red and her ears drooped. She twisted on the spot, her wings rustling behind her.

“Do you need something?” she asked, hope in her voice. Her red eyes met his and felt more familiar than usual.

“Answers,” he said.

A pout graced her lips. “I am not at liberty to share everything, but… for you, I’ll try.”

Behind him, Sunstorm scoffed. Fyre didn’t react.

“Why did you attack Maylis? Or why did she attack you?” Nathan asked.

What little he and Leopold knew about the battle suggested it occurred because Maylis felt territorial. But neither of them believed that to be the case. If they gathered more evidence, they could justify ousting Maylis from her castle overseeing Aleich.

Otherwise? Attacking her was a monumental waste of resources right now. If she genuinely desired neutrality, Nathan or Leopold might lose Champions right before the most important battle of the war.

While Nathan had intimidated Vera right next to her shiny new binding stone, he held no illusions about doing the same against Maylis. Assaulting a veteran Bastion in their home could never be done lightly.

“I don’t know why she assaulted me. I learned you would arrive today and wanted to stand beside you to lend you my voice,” Fyre said, almost overly earnest. “We can finally be together in Aleich. So long as…” she trailed off with an annoyed expression. “I’m sorry.”

“Is that the goddess or a succubus talking to you?” he asked.

Fyre didn’t react in the slightest, which made Nathan even more suspicious. She stared back at him with blushing cheeks and too-bright eyes.

“Omria’s power guides me as the prophet. But I promise you that I remain myself,” Fyre said. “This power has merely granted me the ability to achieve great things.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

She continued to stare at him, but he felt her press against his mind again.

“Don’t,” he snapped.

“We can’t discuss this now,” she said. “Your wards are too weak. Even if you avoid speaking their names, they can still find you. But you could solve it all if you let me in.”

“Uh huh. I’ve heard that before,” he said.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan reconciled what he had learned.

For one thing, Fyre had almost completely dropped the act now. Her creepy obsession with him replaced her creepy prophet act, and he wasn’t sure which he preferred.

No, he preferred this Fyre. As off-putting as she was, her attitude felt genuine. If she was possessed, then at least she hadn’t been consumed by whatever being inhabited her mind.

She definitely felt more like a succubus, however. The body transformation, mental magic, and desire to get into his mind to “help him” felt far too much like the Twins. For now, he’d treat her as one.

Ironically, that made his life easier. Nathan had spent years working with succubi now. What difference did a fourth one make?

“Next question: why are you so interested in the palace?” he asked.

“You need a local binding stone,” she said. “Its power is untapped, just waiting to be taken by you. Why waste the strength of Omria herself when it can be put to work?”

“Is that how you view your newfound power? A tool to assist you?” he asked.

“What else is power? If I don’t use it, what purpose does it serve? Haven’t you used every drop of your own strength, whether it be Champions, armies, or binding stones, in order to defend Doumahr?” Fyre countered. “I know that you’ll use me and my strength the same way. Isn’t that what you’re doing right now? Determining if I’m useful to you, or a hindrance?”

Her broad smile sent a chill down Nathan’s spine. He saw no deception in her expression, but that only made him feel worse.

What the hell had he done to earn slavish devotion from her?

“I can answer that,” Astra said. “Hindrance.”

Fyre leaned to the side and glared at Astra. “Where would you be without Nathan’s guidance? You should be quiet and allow him to—”

“Fyre, enough,” he snapped.

Instantly, she shot bolt upright. But her eyes held a hint of rebellion.

“If you want to prove that you’re useful, go do your prophet act,” he told her. “The people of Aleich need the voice of the goddess more than anything else right now. With a battle imminent, anything that limits a mass evacuation, riots, or outright panic is vital.”

She nodded. “Of course, Nathan. I had planned to do that alongside you, but…”

“I’ll be busy for now. We can talk about it later,” he said.

Hopefully much later.

Nathan turned and began to walk away. He caught Fyre reach for him out of the corner of his eye, but she pulled her arm back with a look of frustration.

Before he left the room, she called out to him, “Nathan, wait!”

He paused and looked back at her.

“Will you… Will you forgive me after all this?” she asked, eyes wide.

Had Nathan ever been naïve enough to blindly offer forgiveness like this?

Probably. He had been an arrogant little shit once, angry and confused as the world began to fall apart and politics failed at every step.

Killing his political opponents didn’t work, as the fallout was often catastrophic. Defeating his enemies in glorious battle was pointless, as more always came. Valuing friendship and loyalty over all else had ended in betrayal, and the loss of all his friends.

However, he still refused to betray his core values. Fyre remained his Champion. Even if he doubted her, he wouldn’t lie to her and lead her on.

Nathan knew that sting all too well to inflict it on those who trusted him.

“Forgiveness needs to be earned. It can’t be handed out blindly,” he said. “When you’ve done something that warrants punishment, then and only then can I choose to forgive you.”

Fyre gulped. “I—”

“You have a job to do, Fyre. So do I.”

Nathan swept out of the throne room with his Champions, leaving the supposed prophet to stare at his back with eyes full of desire.


Chapter 21




The next several hours passed in a blur of activity.

The remaining officers of the Royal Knights needed briefing, given what had just happened. Nathan had an army to accommodate in the city, and a much larger one approaching within days. Intelligence reports needed to be read and responded to.

Rumor had spread of his arrival, and many nobles, merchants, and sorcerers gathered nearby in an effort to meet with him. To say nothing of the masses of faithful who mobbed the palace to see Fyre or to gawk at the ruined palace exterior.

“You’ll be dead before you even fight the Nationalists if you don’t slow down,” Alice admonished. “Don’t you have Champions to handle this for you?”

“I’ve given them orders,” he said, rolling stiff shoulders. His back hurt after an hour of sitting in a cramped room with a dozen nobles and merchants. “Seraph and I plan to discuss deployments later.”

“When is ‘later?’” Alice sniped. “The sun is setting.”

“I wanted to talk with the Emperor,” he said. “After that is ‘later.’”

Alice’s attempt to roll over him slowed, and her expression showed concern. “He’ll like that. But you should rest after today. Can you really help anyone if you run yourself ragged?”

“Yes, because I can handle it,” Nathan said bluntly. “Now that Tharban is on the move, we’re days away from the greatest battle on Doumahr since Falmir seceded. There isn’t the time to do things later. If it’s not done now, it might be too late.”

As if to punctuate his point, he made his way toward the Emperor’s suite. Alice followed next to him, and several knights fell into step behind them. Ciana shadowed them as well. When she remained silent, Nathan found that he sometimes forgot she was there.

How nostalgic. He had often thought the same about the Ciana from his world, even though their temperaments were completely different.

“Have you thought about delegating more of your work?” Alice asked him. “Don’t say that you are. You’re stretched thin right now, and you’re somehow in the weeds and managing a forest at the same time. Don’t you trust others?”

“It’s not trust, Alice. It’s about skill. How often do you find yourself doing things instead of ordering others, because it will take longer to explain to someone else than to do it?” he said.

“Then train them.”

“I am!” He winced as his exasperation leaked into his voice. “Sorry. But I am. It just takes years. Narime has the knowledge, but prefers to advise than manage. Fei’s a natural leader, but she has her hands full with the knights. Sen and Sunstorm have little interest, especially as Sen is focusing more and more on her magical studies. The others…”

He looked at Ciana, who smiled back.

“Well, I don’t think anyone else has an interest,” he said. “Unless they tell me otherwise.”

“If it lightens your burden,” Ciana began to say.

He cut her off with a hand, “Let’s talk about this later. You’re happy where you are, aren’t you?”

A nod.

“Then let’s not ruin a good thing.”

Alice frowned. “So you’ll sacrifice your happiness for others?”

“Their happiness is my happiness,” he said.

Suddenly, he froze.

Damn.

For a moment, he understood what Torneus’s assistant meant by living through others. Nathan still held onto his own desire to protect Doumahr, but what else did he want? And was it gained through his Champions?

“That’s the face of someone who said something without thinking,” Alice said.

He shrugged. “Now isn’t the time to think about happiness. There will be plenty of time after we win.”

“Maybe. Or maybe we should focus on happiness because a battle is coming.” Her hand gripped his forearm. He felt her fingers run across his tensed muscles. “Working yourself half to death is a good distraction, but maybe you should spend more of that time with us, instead?”

Grunting, Nathan pulled away. “I’ll think about it.”

“I’ll hold you to that. This discussion isn’t over,” Alice said.

A handful of knights stood guard outside the Emperor’s suite and saluted when Nathan approached. They opened the door before he said anything, granting them access. Alice’s bodyguards remained outside, while Ciana followed them in.

Another of Leopold’s Champions stood guard, as well as Mae. A half-dozen Royal Knights lingered in the corner, wearing a slightly different uniform to the others. Their slimmer armor and longswords suggested they were intended for different duties than their bulkier brethren.

They still wore Nathan’s crest, however.

The Emperor lay in bed, wearing bedclothes and focused on a chess set by his side. Leopold sat opposite him, his hand hovering over a bishop. An open bottle of expensive cognac sat to the side. Both men appeared to be nursing tall glasses of the liquor. A healer stood on the other side of the bed, using magic to check on vials of blood.

At the last second, Leopold decided to move a rook instead. Nathan winced.

The Emperor’s hand snapped out. “Check.”

Leopold responded just as quickly, but the Emperor hounded him on the board. Within another four moves, the Bastion knocked his own king over.

“I thought I had that one,” Leopold admitted, slugging back some of the cognac. “I was certain I had mate.”

“There is no such thing as certainty,” the Emperor said. “If there was, I’d never lose.”

Leopold snorted and looked over to Nathan. “Can you believe him? Such arrogance. Perhaps you should take him down a peg.”

“Oh? I’ve been told you’re a deft hand at the game,” the Emperor said with a grin.

He grimaced after sipping his cognac, drawing the attention of his bedside healer. Waving the healer off, the Emperor gestured Nathan closer. Leopold yielded his seat. Mae shot to his side when he did.

“I suspect you’ll regret this, Grandpa,” Alice said as she claimed her own seat. “Anna refuses to play Nathan, and I understand his own strategists prefer to play him in shogi.”

“That’s because they’re teaching me the game,” Nathan said, glaring at Alice as she tried to scare away his opponent.

Finding players in chess was difficult these days. Few people played him willingly, and those that did tended to be less than capable.

“It is a fascinating one,” the Emperor said. “It was popular in my youth, when trade with Kurai boomed. Much was made of the complexity of its tactics compared to chess, but it has fallen out of favor lately. Many sets go for an extravagant price, however. They’re collector’s items.”

Nathan played a cautious game, while his opponent moved aggressively.

“Should I learn it?” Alice asked. “If it’s more complicated, then it might help me in the future.”

Both Nathan and the Emperor chuckled, their eyes meeting.

“Much is said about how a noble’s chess game determines their strategic capability,” the Emperor said, taking Nathan’s bishop. “If that were true, then I would have been dethroned by the archdukes long ago. I spent decades honing my skills until I could best them. Von Allesburg still beats me half the time.” He paused, his fingers above his queen. “Beat me, I suppose.”

Weariness flooded his voice. Nathan saw the exhaustion in the Emperor’s eyes for the first time.

“Check,” Nathan said, trading queens.

“Oh? You’ve suddenly taken the offensive.” The Emperor chuckled. “No advice for my dear granddaughter?”

“Chess is a skill. It might help you, but if you have the capacity to be an excellent player, you probably don’t need to learn chess to help your strategic thinking.” Nathan shrugged. “I’ve learned during many quiet nights with little else to do.”

“I can only imagine. Until recently, true war was something I read about. A terror of fiction and history. Only when I allowed us to become embroiled in bitter conflict with Trafaumh did I realize the true cost,” the Emperor said. “The human cost of warfare cuts like a knife to the soul. No game can replicate that. I thought I made the right moves, but still fell short.”

Nathan listened silently. His mind called back to the aftermaths of the collapse of nations in his world. To the deaths of millions, and waves of famine and homelessness that struck countless more.

Had Charlotte or Falmir’s king ever displayed the same emotional intelligence as Emperor Gorthal? Nathan struggled to recall a single instance.

Every single time, it was about the fate of Doumahr or the glory of Falmir. Never the suffering of others.

“Always such dark, knowing eyes,” the Emperor said. “Tell me, what do you make of the prophet?”

Nathan gripped his rook in order to hide his hesitancy. He hadn’t meant to move this piece, but he saw a way to make it work. Depending on the Emperor’s actions, he should checkmate in a handful of moves.

“Her power is genuine. I’ve had the fortune of working with her in the past, given she’s my Champion. I—” he began to say, watched closely by everyone in the room.

The Emperor clicked his tongue and moved a piece. “I want your honest opinion of Fyre, not facts about her strength. There’s a difference between possessing the Watcher Omria’s power and being her herald.”

Sighing, Nathan pushed closer to checkmate. The Emperor raised an eyebrow, likely spotting his planned moves.

“She’s dangerous. Her motives are complicated, but I’m certain they don’t align with ours,” Nathan said.

“Ours? Or mine?” the Emperor responded. “Check.”

Nathan pretended to hesitate, as if he didn’t have mate lined up. “I don’t know. That’s the issue. Her actions help me right now, but the way she’s acted as the prophet suggests she wants a very different Empire in the future.”

“Is that not the way of the world? That which doesn’t change, stagnates. The Empire might be the grandest tree on Doumahr, but if its core rots to corruption then it will not withstand a fire. Instead, it will become kindling that might set the entire world ablaze.” The Emperor frowned, surveying the board. His fingers hovered over his king.

“If the Empire changes too much, is it really the Empire?” Nathan asked bitterly.

The Emperor’s hand stopped short of his king. “Is this not the same nation that it was when Omria first constructed the palace? Throughout all the political turmoil—the rise and fall of nobles and archdukes; the secession of Falmir and Trafaumh; and now this—the Empire remains the Watcher’s domain. We are merely its stewards, intended to guide it on its journey.”

“What if it is guided incorrectly?” Nathan asked, thinking of Falmir’s coup and the collapse of the monarchy there.

“Then either it collapses, or another power rises in its place. Humanity took the reins from the First Peoples, reducing the faeries to mere mortals. Perhaps our future is the same if we refuse to accept change.” The Emperor knocked over his king and chuckled. “I said there was no such thing as certainty, but I believe you won this game many moves ago.”

They shook hands. The elderly monarch sipped his cognac and sighed.

“I think that might be enough for today,” Leopold said.

“Indeed. Thank you for the game, Nathan, and for indulging an old man in his ramblings. It seems you know far more of the workings of Doumahr than I. There seems to be no safer hands to leave Alice in than yours,” the Emperor said.

“Grandpa!” Alice said.

“Rumor has reached me about certain activities between the two of you.” The Emperor chuckled at Alice’s mortified expression. “It is good to see that you finally found love, Alice. You have so much of your mother in you.”

Realizing this was quickly turning into a private moment between a granddaughter and her grandfather, Nathan beat a hasty retreat. Leopold joined him.

“Thank you,” Leopold said with a weary smile. “He’s wanted to play you ever since rumor reached him of your talents.”

“In chess?”

“It’s one of his oldest hobbies. He always hated the way I easily won every game as a teenager, despite being a decade younger.” The old Bastion chuckled at the memory. “I’d join you for a drink, but I think you have somebody waiting for you. Tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Nathan said.

Seraph stood outside, waiting patiently for Nathan to approach her.

He slipped his arm around her waist. The pair of them stepped into one of the palace’s many sitting rooms, and he shooed away the trailing knights.

Despite that, Ciana lingered. Nathan would have forgotten about her if Seraph hadn’t shot the unicorn a sharp look.

“I’d prefer a moment alone with Nathan,” Seraph said.

Ciana hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Once she left, Nathan warded the room. Seraph lingered closer to him than recently, and her fingers ran across his chest.

“Is this a strategy meeting or something more intimate?” he asked, half-joking.

“Both, I hope.”

“I take it nothing has gone wrong?”

“Other than everything that already did? No.” She frowned. “We’re cutting it close. Now that Tharban is moving, our main force will arrive within a day of his.”

“The archdukes… or more accurately, the Bastions who once served the archdukes are delayed,” Nathan pointed out. “We have time.”

“That’s if Tharban waits for them. Battles are decided by Bastions and Champions, not armies. What if they ride ahead, leaving the soldiers behind, and strike before we’re truly ready?” she said. “Most of our allied Bastions are tied up elsewhere. Milgar has many of them, but he might be late. We have more to the south. If Tharban swoops in early…”

“We’ll make do.”

“It will be brutal, Nathan.”

“That’s war.” Despite his hard words, he leaned back in the sofa and ran a hand over his face. “This isn’t new to me. The Nationalists have most of the veterans from Kurai, including Tharban and Griem.”

“Why should that matter?”

“Because they know that speed matters, that Bastions win wars, and that every day they spend away from their portals is a day a Messenger might invade,” Nathan said. “In any case, we have other Bastions here.”

“Young ones, with only a few Champions. Theus’s in the making,” Seraph said.

He grunted in reply. “What else do we need to discuss?”

The next hour passed swiftly. A knock at the door signaled the arrival of food, and Ciana brought in a tray of roasted fish with a side of greens, all covered in melted cheese and butter.

“You are going to eat something yourself?” Nathan prompted Ciana.

She smiled at him. “The knights have been gifted pigs by the locals, so they’re roasting them up. Maybe I’ll share some pork knuckle with you. It smells amazing.”

His clingy unicorn was developing some attitude. Nathan stared glumly at his fish.

“It smells pretty good,” he said.

“Uh huh. Enjoy your night,” Ciana sang as she slipped out of the room.

“I think you need to limit her exposure to the Twins,” Seraph said.

“She’d still spend all of her time around Fei, Sunstorm, and Sen,” he pointed out. “The chances of her remaining pure were very low.”

“You sound so cut up about that.”

“It’s great to hear her so lively, and to see her grow up without…” He sighed. “Sunstorm isn’t too different, but the others are. Sen, Fei, and Ciana never experienced the same suffering here that they did in my world. I pulled Sen and Ciana from the wreckage of their home. Sen remained a broken, scared girl who clung to Ifrit’s power. Ciana became strong, but there was a solemn, painful depth to that strength.”

“Losing her mentor must have hurt,” Seraph said.

“More than that. Leopold, Mae, Maylis, the Emperor, all the Royal Knights…” Nathan closed his eyes. “I never knew them in my world. It’s much harder to think about what happened, now that I know them all personally.”

Seraph leaned into him and they sat in near silence, broken only by the scraping of cutlery against plates.

“I’ve missed this,” she said abruptly.

“Have I neglected you?” he asked, confused.

“No, not this.” Her fingers ran down his chest, toward his crotch, but drifted away before getting too close. “But this.”

Seraph tapped the side of Nathan’s head.

He blinked, remembering that he had another matter to discuss.

“That’s right. You mentioned being able to read my emotions now that my mental barriers have weakened,” he recalled. “I’ll need to summon the Twins tonight and deal with that. But first—”

“Wait!” Seraph gasped. “Not tonight. I…”

He waited. She composed herself, choosing her next words carefully.

“I said that I wanted something special. This is it. To have you inside me, while I can be inside you,” she said. “You can train to let me in later, but this might be the last chance I get for weeks. I want this, Nathan.”

“Of course, Lia,” he said, and she purred. “I, uh, do want to talk about this ability first. We can fuck later.”

“Way to ruin the mood,” Seraph drawled, poking him hard in the chest. “You better be as good as Narime brags about.”

“She brags to you?”

“Sunstorm does as well. Although that’s less bragging, and more her afterglow. You make her so happy.” Seraph smiled again. “So, what do you want to know about my mind reading ability?”

“I thought you only read emotions?”

“Perhaps that’s what I want you to think.” Her lips tugged upward, and she obviously held back a laugh.

Both of them had finished their food, so Nathan set aside the plates. This room lacked a liquor cabinet, so he stepped outside for drinks.

Despite her earlier words, Ciana remained outside. She munched on a sandwich. Her cheeks flushed as Nathan caught her in the act.

“What happened to your pork knuckle?” he asked.

“I ate it,” she mumbled, refusing to look him in the eye.

“Uh huh. Do I need to go find Sunstorm or Sen and tell them to drag you away?” He crossed his arms, and Ciana pouted at him.

“You’re vulnerable. As your Champion, I am here to protect you,” she declared. “Did you need something?”

“Drinks. This room isn’t stocked. And get yourself something that isn’t a sandwich on the way.”

He ruffled her hair. Her hands batted his away before she vanished into the winding corridors of the palace. Royal Knights lingered nearby and took her place to protect him.

“While we wait for the wine, let’s continue,” Nathan told Seraph. He dropped back onto the sofa. “How do you read my emotions? The Twins say that they can see them and it’s like a sixth sense. I have to actively use mental magic.”

Seraph made an odd noise with her mouth, sucking her lips in as she chose her words. The room lacked much else to do, so Nathan kept his focus entirely on her.

Which worked well enough for him. Seraph made for a very pleasant sight.

“It’s like an itch in the back of my mind. Strange sensations that I slowly learned to parse,” she explained. “I can shut them out, but I learned the hard way that it’s a one-way street.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s permanent. I can’t choose to listen in on your emotions when I desire, and ignore them when I want peace and quiet,” she said. “Either I accept the overflow through our link, or refuse everything.”

“That sounds a lot like what the Twins described,” he said. “They can’t turn their emotion reading off. Where did you learn this?”

She hesitated, then rose and walked over to the window.

Night had fallen long ago. Magical lamps lit up the exterior of the palace complex, bathing the grounds in warm light. Knights patrolled outside. Magical barriers prevented them from seeing inside the palace, but they could be seen from inside.

“I’ve never talked to you about Kurai, have I?” she said.

“No. I don’t probe into the past of my Champions. I’m sure you can imagine why.”

She sighed. “I almost wish that you did. Do you remember what I told you years ago? About the Guardian Council?”

Nathan didn’t answer. Whatever he remembered, Seraph planned to tell him more.

“Actually, do you know much about Kurai? You know the rest of Doumahr inside-out, but you never fought in my homeland.” She turned and leaned against the windowsill, her gaze questioning.

Shaking his head, he answered, “There was never a need. Narime loves to reminisce, but she doesn’t want to relive the disaster that destroyed her home. Sunstorm was a child, as were the other Champions I knew from Kurai.”

“Fair. Then allow me to illuminate you.”

At that moment, Ciana re-entered the room with two bottles of wine. “Um, I assume you have glasses?”

They scrounged up some, and his unicorn knight returned to her post. Despite how close Nathan was to her, he wanted to give Seraph the privacy she desired.

“You’re used to nations where the military is controlled by the nobility. That makes sense, as it limits the ability for powerful generals to conduct coups. But Kurai had a rich cultural history, as well as the long-lived mystic foxes,” she explained. “As such, the military and nobility were completely split.”

“I’ve heard this much,” Nathan said, swirling the red wine Ciana brought. “Bastions and Champions were often considered equals and focused entirely on defending portals. Kurai never fought wars against other nations due to their isolated location.”

Nodding, Seraph continued, “And at the top of the military sat the Guardian Council, which Narime was part of. They protected the entire peninsula and knew secrets I suspect only rulers know—and you, it seems.”

“Narime didn’t learn many of them,” he said. “Her knowledge of Messengers is broad, but not deep.”

“Yes, that worries me.” Seraph drained her glass and stared into it. “I told you before that I was taught my secrets by surviving Guardians. That’s… half-true. The Guardians never truly broke up, as they wanted to stop future Messengers. But they lacked power and influence. Given Narime was excluded, I suspect there is a connection between the mystic foxes’ refusal to move to Trafaumh and the Guardians. Many went there, after all.”

“I’m aware. The things they’ve done in the intervening decades are… grim.” Nathan scowled. “If you think that what you did for Torneus was truly unforgivable, then you won’t like what your former comrades did.”

Seraph stared at him. “Nathan, what is Trafaumh doing?”

“Do you really think that a nation dedicated to a missing goddess wouldn’t do everything in their power to bring her back? To say nothing of the methods they use to create relics. I don’t touch the things as a result.” He shrugged. “They’re bathed in blood. In my world, I accepted it as a necessary price. But now?”

She nodded grimly. “Fair. But back to my story: I never became a Guardian for one simple reason. Kurai fell before I finished my training.”

“I thought you were a Champion when it fell?” he asked, confused.

“The opposite, actually. I nearly became a Bastion,” she said.

Silence.

Nathan processed what she had told him. Mentally adding up her past actions, he realized much of her abilities made sense.

Her knowledge of binding stones, of secrets that only Bastions know, of how to use the mental link between Bastion and Champion—and most importantly, her management and command abilities. While Champions gained experience as commanders over time, Seraph was a better administrator than almost any Bastion that Nathan had known.

“You lost your chance because Kurai fell,” he said.

She nodded. “Alongside everything else that died that day, I lost my future. The Guardian that I apprenticed to was killed in the defense of Sorami, our capital city. During the panicked defense of the western ports, I accepted an enhancement. Every person with affinity was needed.”

And just like that, Seraph’s future as a Bastion had evaporated. Once someone walked the path of a Champion, their ability to become a Bastion was permanently crippled.

Nathan suspected that the reason was connected to the mental magic used in the process. Bastions needed to be dominant in the mental world, and Champions were subservient by nature.

But was that an ironclad rule? The Twins served him, but their powers appeared to be greater than ever.

What exactly altered somebody’s potential when they became a Champion? Nathan realized he knew far too little about the process.

“Since then,” Seraph continued, “I served the Federation. But I chafed at the idiocy around me. Young nations with weak Bastions and arrogant rulers. I spent my life training to achieve greatness and shape my country. In the end, I felt that I was sentenced to a life as a convenient pawn. Then you came along.”

She slinked toward him, her shapely hips weaving from side to side. The side slit of her cheongsam rode high up her toned thigh, then slipped aside to show the black string panties beneath. Seraph’s triumphant grin bore down on Nathan as she straddled his waist.

“I may have been pulled from the wreckage of my burning home by another, but it wasn’t until I met you that I felt saved,” she whispered. Her breasts crushed against his chest as she slipped her arms around him.

“You don’t need to be so thankful, Lia,” he said. “We’re partners.”

She sighed happily at the sound of her own name. “No, Nathan. I’m your Champion and you’re my Bastion. Whatever happens in the future, I want you to know that will always be the case. Although I do hope the future has lots of sex in store.”

“You’re not alone there,” he said.

His hands slid along her thighs as he stared into her eyes. Their gazes met. Then they kissed while their hands peeled off each other’s clothes.

Seraph pulled away suddenly, then walked to a corner of the room. A desk stood there, almost as if it had been shoved into the corner to stay out of the way. She ran a hand along its edge.

“This isn’t Alice’s desk, but I suppose it will do,” she said. “I had hoped I might get to despoil the office of a princess and future empress.”

“We can relocate if you want?” Nathan suggested.

“No, this is fine. I imagine we’ll move to the bedroom after a little fun, anyway. Everything is so much more comfortable on a mattress.”

They both nodded in agreement.

Then he stepped up to her and lifted her naked body onto the desk. She spread her legs wide, ensuring her glistening pussy was available to him. His fingers slid along it while his eyes enjoyed the way her breath caught and her chest shook in response.

He pressed two fingers deep inside her and stroked her walls as he pulled them out. Her entrance gaped for several seconds after he pulled away.

Seraph gasped in pleasure, then moaned around Nathan’s fingers when he slid them into her mouth. Her dark blue eyes lidded as she stared up at him. She rubbed her tits and tweaked her nipples. Her tongue licked her own juices off his fingers.

After he pulled away, she chased his hand with her tongue. He booped her on the nose and she laughed.

“So, are you going to keep feeding me my own juices or move onto yours?” Seraph asked. “I’m good for either. I’m a greedy girl and will take everything you offer me.”

To answer her, Nathan rubbed his cock against her slit. One of her hands slipped around his length and he allowed her to guide him inside her. He held the undersides of her thighs as he pressed himself as deep inside her as possible.

“Fuck, you really are as big as Narime said,” she gasped out. Her head snapped back as he thrust all the way in and out. “You’re pressing against my womb.”

“You seem to like it,” he said.

“How could I not?”

Seraph’s toned legs wrapped around his body as he began to thrust wildly into her. Her tits bounced every time he slapped his crotch into hers. Wet strands stretched between both their bodies. Pleasure overran her face as he finally gave Seraph what she had held out for.

With an extra loud slap, he rammed himself deep inside her and filled her. Seraph’s eyes widened in shock as she felt heat flood her. Her hands pulled Nathan down and they met in a furious kiss, her tongue trying to consume his as he pumped a thick load into her.

When he tried to pull out, she stopped him. “We’ve only just started. Why not go a few more rounds?”

“There’s a bedroom waiting for us?” he suggested.

“It can wait. I want to imagine this is Alice’s desk and that it needs more decoration. I’m certain you didn’t put enough in me yet.” Seraph grinned. “Like I said, I’m a greedy girl. I’ll take everything you offer me.”

She pulled Nathan against her once again as her hips began to buck, attempting to milk him.

Tonight was going to be a long tonight, but it had been a long time coming.


Chapter 22




Nathan’s pleasant glow from the previous night didn’t last. He awoke when Ciana entered his bedroom. Next to him, Seraph stirred, her gems glowing as she instinctively reacted to an intruder.

“Nathan, there’s trouble in the city,” Ciana said, ignoring their nude state. “I’ll prepare your uniform, but you need to shower.”

“Shit,” he grunted out. “An attack?”

Ciana’s cheeks reddened as he stood, revealing his naked crotch. She closed the door behind her. Seraph rose as well.

“Riots in the streets. Given Fyre is out there, they’re not that bad, but Nurevia thinks Tharban is behind them,” the unicorn said.

“If she says that, then she’s probably right. She knows more about the Nationalist cells than we do,” Nathan said.

“Cells?” Ciana asked.

“A method of breaking up the structure of an organization to limit intrusion or detection,” Seraph explained. “It’s common in intelligence operations, but also resistance movements. If Tharban is using a cell structure, he’s smarter than I thought. Most of the Nationalists are publicly known.”

“That would explain why the Spymaster hasn’t crushed them completely,” Nathan said. “Speaking of which, has he told us anything?”

“Leopold has contacted him. You should meet with Leopold in the grand hall to find out,” Ciana said.

That sounded like a “no,” then.

Nathan and Seraph showered quickly, avoiding any additional fun. When they finished, Ciana had laid out clean clothing for both of them. Sunstorm stood in the doorway, running a finger over her onyx.

“Has it worsened?” he asked, alarmed that two Champions were now here.

“The opposite,” Sunstorm said. “By the time I got out there, Fyre’s cultists had already shut things down. This felt like a test.”

“Or a failed attempt to spark a larger riot in advance of Tharban’s attack,” Seraph said. “Both are equally likely, barring further evidence.”

“Isn’t that why we have a Spymaster? What the hell does he do, anyway? I’ve never seen him or met somebody who has.”

“He remains hidden for safety,” Nathan said. “Given his power and influence, any nation would happily sacrifice a Bastion or Champion to kill him. So he’s rather paranoid. I never met anyone who knew him.”

If things had already calmed down, that allowed Nathan to take it easy. Or easier.

He took mental stock of the situation.

“If Aleich isn’t burning down…” He paused, waiting for a response from Sunstorm. She shook her head. “Good. Then I’ll deal with something I put off last night.”

Nathan cast wards on his bedroom. Afterward, a dark blue door appeared in the corner of the room, covered in bright, glowing runes. It lacked a doorknob, or any method of entry.

He stared at it.

“Does the door usually look like this?” he asked, explaining what he saw.

“Given I’ve never seen this before, I’m afraid I have to say no,” Seraph said drily. “What is this?”

“Nathan’s happy place,” Sunstorm said, then rolled her eyes at the looks thrown her way. “It’s his mental world, or whatever. He’s some sort of demigod now, so it makes sense that he has his own pocket dimension.”

“Yes, plenty of sense,” Seraph muttered. “And yes, that’s what I see. How does it open?”

“Like this, idiots,” Maura called out, sliding the door open from the inside. “Uh, I’m assuming we can come through? I’ve never been in the palace before.”

“I had planned to meet you inside,” Nathan said, trying to hide the tension within his body.

“Yeah, no can do. The crazy dude’s magic can only be fixed in the real world,” she replied. “I reckon you know that, given you worked out that it fucks with your interaction with the magical plane. Magic works differently if you’re not on Doumahr.”

His mental world existed outside space and time, so he had worried that would be the case.

Sighing, Nathan gave the Twins permission to defile Omria’s palace.

“Sweet,” Maura said, before jumping through.

She landed on both feet, then looked around uncertainly.

“Wow. It didn’t start falling apart. That’s new,” she said.

“Yeah,” Laura added, creeping through behind her sister. “This place always crumbles like some evil lord’s lair whenever we get close to it.”

Nathan blinked. “What?”

Maura touched the outside wall, then flinched and swore. “This place is sacred to the slut goddess. I’ve never heard of a Messenger getting inside it. Not that I can do anything.” She touched an interior wall and nothing happened. “Weird. The whole place is loaded with intense magic. I wonder if she died here or something.”

“She’s a goddess, how can she die?” Nathan asked.

“The same way we can, duh?” Maura rolled her eyes. “Keeping her dead is the hard part. Anyway, can’t help you with this place. Can’t steal it, either. Whoever controls it has it locked down tighter than your unicorn’s pussy.”

Ciana’s expression contorted in a mixture of rage and embarrassment.

Naturally, the Twins ignored her.

“Let’s stay focused,” Nathan said, internally glad that the Twins appeared to be neutered. “Am I right that you can remove the Hound’s curse?”

“I wouldn’t call it a curse,” Laura said. “That makes it sound cool.”

“Yeah, it’s just some annoying debuff. Totally lame.” Maura scoffed. “That dude is so fucking annoying. At least you’re fighting the weaker version. Seriously, when he and that tanned bitch are up north, they’re awful.”

“Focus,” he ground out. “It is some sort of ward in the magical plane that restricts me, correct?”

“Yeah, pretty much. It’s like an offensive ward. Imagine if you slapped a bubble around a powerful fighter, stopping them from hurting anyone. It’s like that, but for magic. If you give us an hour, we can remove it,” Maura said.

“An hour?” Seraph asked.

“This is specialized magic. Fuck off if you want it faster.”

“That’s not what I…” She shook her head. “Nevermind. Remove it, so we can be on our way.”

Other than remaining in one place for a whole hour with the Twins nattering in his ear, the process was harmless. Once finished, Nathan felt his magic return.

“So, do we get to stay out?” Laura asked.

“No.” He raised a hand to forestall their complaints. “Tensions are rising. A pair of Messengers in the palace could trigger riots and weaken Fyre’s influence.”

“Fyre? You’re working with that crazy?” Maura scowled. “Look, get us in the same room as her and we’ll have her worshipping your cock in seconds.”

“I don’t think he needs you for that,” Sunstorm said. “If Nathan took his pants off in front of Fyre, she’d suck his cock without another word.”

“Choe,” Ciana muttered.

“Don’t say my name around them,” Sunstorm said. “And I’m right. You all know it. The look on her face when Nathan stepped up to her was loaded with so much lust that I expected her to kneel down without prompting. Some fucking prophet she is.”

“You could almost call her a fucking prophet,” Maura said with a wink.

Everyone stared at her.

“You know, because she’s a prophet that… Fuck it. You assholes don’t deserve me.” The succubus flipped them off and vanished through the door to Nathan’s mental world.

“She is right,” Laura said. “You probably should fuck the prophet slut.”

Then she vanished as well, leaving the room awfully quiet.

“I’d veto their idea, but part of me knows it’s probably a great one,” Sunstorm said.

“Let’s go,” Nathan said, ending the conversation. “Leopold is definitely waiting for us by now.”

The palace was a hive of activity. Knights rushed back and forth, and almost every hallway had at least one pair of guards on patrol. Despite Nathan being accompanied by three Champions, a dozen Royal Knights escorted him to the grand hall.

Leopold and Mae awaited him there, along with Astra and Fyre. The dark elf and prophet glared at each other, and both seemed to dare Nathan to acknowledge the other.

So he didn’t.

“Sorry I’m late,” Nathan said, pointedly ignoring the pouty pair. “I needed to take care of something.”

“I am excited to see you back at full strength, Bastion Nathan,” Fyre said, her tail swishing back and forth. “As always, Omria provides.”

“Yes, Omria,” Leopold said drily. “You haven’t missed as much as you likely think. The Spymaster briefed me. He’s unconcerned, and focused on Maylis for now.”

“Is that wise? Also, can I get in on these briefings? They seem useful,” Nathan asked.

“You can try.” The old man shrugged. “The Spymaster seems to talk around you. I don’t think he dislikes you, but he refused to offer any opinions or thoughts.”

“Trying to gather information on Nathan?” Seraph asked with a raised eyebrow.

“If the Spymaster had been withholding anything, it was important to learn. As it is, I’m forced to trust him.” Leopold held his hands up, as if in surrender. “If you have anything you need to take care of, do it now. I plan to investigate the areas of the city where the riots sprung up.”

“They have been dealt with,” Fyre said. “The faithful among Aleich will not suffer non-believers and traitors.”

“I’m a professional, they’re not. Take care, Nathan.” Leopold saluted, then left with Mae and a unit of knights.

Presumably, more of his Champions would join him in the city itself.

Fyre’s gaze latched onto Nathan once the other Bastion left. This time, he ignored her.

“If this was a test, then we should assume Tharban will attack sooner rather than later,” he said. “Seraph, inform the officers and contact Narime. I want her and Fei here by noon.”

“What about their troops?” Seraph asked.

“Narime will need to delegate command. Milgar’s forces aren’t too far north. Inform him of what I’m doing, and I’ll contact his Bastions when I return. If Tharban pulls anything, I’ll rely on Milgar’s force to help.” Nathan turned and began to leave. “Astra, Sunstorm, with me.”

Ciana walked with him as well, but he didn’t need to include her in his group.

A lonely prophet watched them leave, but this time, Fyre didn’t call out to him. Instead, her red eyes tracked his every step until he left her sight.

Once outside, he stopped.

“Where’s Nurevia?” he asked Astra.

“With Alice,” she said. “Guard duty.”

“And probably telling all sorts of stories,” Nathan muttered. “I forgot that Nurevia and Alice are friends.”

Astra grinned but said nothing. She knew all too well the sort of stories that Nurevia told others.

“I figured Fyre would follow us,” Sunstorm said, staring back into the palace.

“Assume that she’s watching us. In any case, she has her own agenda to pursue. Fortunately, I have my own as well. We can worry about her after Aleich is secured,” he said.

“What if she’s thinking the same thing?”

“Then you get to do what you’ve been dreaming about since she revealed herself as the prophet.”

“Earlier,” Sunstorm muttered. “Her head would be a nice addition to my collection, although I’ll admit that the Twins make a good point. Why not just bend her over and rail the shit out of her?”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If all my problems could be solved with my dick, then I’d happily live out my life as some sort of incubus. But if she’s what I think she is, then she won’t stop with sex. Do you think the Twins would become loyal and subservient if I fucked them?”

“Ah.” Sunstorm nodded. “Alright, I get it. So she might end up as part of my collection after all.”

“Or you’ll be turned to ash,” Ciana muttered darkly.

Sunstorm winced, while Astra puffed out her chest. The dark elf appeared certain of her immortality.

When nobody responded, Ciana changed the topic. “I take it you want something done?”

“I want to meet somebody. He promised to be in Aleich, although he might need some pressuring to pay up,” Nathan said.

“The merchant?” Sunstorm clarified. “Tarkan or whatever? Do you know where he is?”

“I probed some nobles and merchants about him yesterday. If he’s not where I expect to find him, then you’ll need to do some digging. Worst case, I annoy Leopold for the Spymaster’s help.”

“Is that why you wanted to be directly involved?”

“No, I want to talk with the Spymaster because I hate getting all my intelligence second- or third-hand.” Nathan shook his head. “Enough talk. Let’s go.”

The streets of Aleich held a certain level of activity, but he wouldn’t describe them as bustling. Soldiers in Imperial uniforms patrolled the streets in large numbers. Most people ignored them and went about their business.

Stores remained open and some hawkers even attempted to pawn their crap to the troops. Given how much money was currently flowing into the pockets of the soldiers, Nathan suspected they might be a little free with their cash. While he hadn’t worked out a rate for many of the volunteer fighters, promises had been made.

After Nathan won, he didn’t want armies of angry soldiers, mercenaries, and beastkin freedom fighters asking for their share. At some point the nobles and merchants would regain control and when they did, people might ask what the point of the war was.

Astra walked next to him, but she seemed to be internally grumbling about something.

Eventually, Nathan asked her what the issue was.

“You shouldn’t trust her,” Astra said.

“You mean Fyre?” he clarified, looking around to ensure nobody was nearby.

Fyre’s many believers still wandered the streets, but they gave Nathan and his Champions a wide berth. The soldiers would salute, but left their Bastion to his business. Unlike the Royal Knights, they held no illusion that they could protect him better than his Champions.

What were they going to do to a threat that Astra couldn’t stop? Be blown apart instantly and hope that their remains blinded an enemy? Nathan felt he was being dismissive, but nothing short of a trigem Champion could stop another trigem.

“Yes,” Astra said. “She’s distorting the faith.”

“I don’t think we can talk about faith anymore,” Sen said.

“We’re protecting Doumahr, aren’t we?” Ciana said. “If we’re accomplishing Omria’s mission, then that means our faith is intact. Or at least, what I believe in is.”

Once again, something scratched against Nathan’s mental barriers. He held a hand up, stopping his Champions.

“I’ve suspected this for a while, but whenever any of you mention the goddess’s name, something tries to enter my mind,” he said. “So, uh, don’t.”

His Champions stared at him with wide eyes. Ciana’s hands closed over her mouth. Shock, embarrassment, and concern slammed into his mind.

Unlike previous occurrences, Nathan didn’t shut her out this time. Seraph had suggested that her ability to read emotions was due to her Bastion training. Perhaps he could do the same.

Unfortunately, his attempt to ride her emotions back to the source and form a stronger connection failed. But he felt something from Ciana, a stronger connection than expected. Her mind seemed to be reaching out to his.

Maybe this wasn’t the same as Seraph’s ability, he realized.

“Uh, putting that nasty surprise aside, I don’t see the problem with our favorite horsegirl,” Sunstorm said. “Sure, I don’t like her, but if she wants to make herself useful, who am I to judge?”

“She might be an enemy,” Astra said, pushing her speaking ability to its limits. She nearly spoke more than five words in a single sentence. Closing her eyes, Astra took a step farther. “It’s her power, but not her behind it. I am certain.”

Nathan looked at Sen, who shrugged.

“Ifrit won’t comment. Like I said before, he got spooked when he realized she was the real deal. Or at least, close enough.”

“The goddess has disappeared and reappeared before. Is it possible that’s the source of your confusion compared to Ifrit’s?” Nathan asked Astra.

The dark elf hesitated, before nodding. “Perhaps. But she acts different. I remember her as free.”

“Free?” he asked.

“She wouldn’t wait for you.” Astra’s smirk suggested she wasn’t talking about warfare. “This prophet is patient. She never was.”

Nathan scratched his cheek.

Omria had created the Bastion and Champion system, or at least taught it. Little evidence had been provided that she rejected sexual affairs. Polyamory and polygamy were legal in the Empire precisely because its goddess approved of them, even if most human nobles favored monogamy.

Somehow, the idea that the reasons came back to Omria’s personal preferences amused Nathan. For the first time in a long time, he had a positive impression of the goddess.

Even if it was overshadowed by her lack of action in his world.

“Like I said earlier, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Right now, we need all the help we can get,” he said. “Unless you have any suggestions?”

Astra shook her head. “Be careful. You handled the Twins.”

Was that a suggestion? Nathan filed it away.

Maybe he should limit his Champions’ interaction with his succubi. They seemed to be getting dangerous ideas.

With the conversation finished, they tracked down Tarkan. The elf was staying in a small inn that catered to traveling merchants, and a sign of guild affiliation hung outside.

Nathan sent Sunstorm in to draw him out. If Nathan entered a merchant’s inn himself, the rumors might spiral out of control. He didn’t want the merchants stampeding out of the city.

“Well now, seems you made it here safe and sound. Everyone seems convinced the city will be fine in the coming battle, too,” Tarkan said, opening the conversation in Imperial. “Don’t talk Faerie, by the way. Tensions are too high to test anyone with foreign languages.”

Behind the inn was an open area used for making deals away from prying eyes. Nathan cast wards around them once Tarkan settled in.

“So, are you going to cough up?” the elf asked.

“I’ll arrange transit to the Spires, a room there, and protection,” he said. “Plus a fair price for the gems.”

“When?”

“After the battle.”

Tarkan sighed. “I figured that was coming.”

“If you insist on leaving earlier, you’ll be dead before you make it to the Spires,” Nathan said flatly. “I can’t spare any Champions to assist you. At best, I can place you under the protection of the knights and—”

The elf raised his hand. “I get it. You were beaten to the punch, by the way. I refused the generous counteroffer. Several, in fact. Whatever you’re doing to block spying attempts isn’t quite enough, I wager. Falmir cottoned on faster than I expected.”

“They may have guessed what happened after we met. You survived, and if they had an agent nearby…” Nathan shrugged.

Sunstorm shot him a look but remained silent.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night. In any case, here’s what I’ll accept: put me up in a room in the palace, or at least in the complex. I want you to choose the knights protecting me. I’ll be a good little elf and stay in my room, but once you win, I want an escort to the Spires. Do that, and I’ll give you the damn gems for free.”

“You think the palace is infiltrated?” Nathan asked.

“Sure is. You think your Spymaster is going to let me live if she can torch my body and claim innocence?”

“She?” Nathan asked, surprised.

“Or he. Take your pick. There’s a huge pot on her gender.” The elf shrugged. “Anyway, I have the onyx. I’ll give you the rest after the battle.”

“How about all of it now?” Sunstorm said, stepping forward with her hands on her swords.

“Sunstorm.” Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder. “This is your leverage?”

“Sure is. I suspect you want that jade bad, given you have a duogem with them. And I don’t know if you care enough about the Alexandrite, but everyone else wants it, so you’ll need to wait.” Tarkan grinned. “This gives you lots of reason to keep the Spymaster from getting her grubby mitts on me, no?”

“Fine. I can only use the onyx right now. But like I said before—”

“Yeah, yeah, you’ll track me down and incinerate me in front of my family. I’ve been threatened a dozen times in the past couple of days. If we have a deal, then can we go now?” Tarkan asked, looking around. His hand slipped out of his jacket, revealing an onyx gem. “I have what you want. Pretty sure my room is trapped, and my drink was poisoned this morning.”

Nathan grimaced. As much as he wanted to tear apart the inn to look for evidence, doing so would be used against him.

He swiped the onyx from Tarkan. “Let’s go. Stay between my Champions.”

Nothing happened on the return trip. Once back at the palace, Nathan left the merchant in the care of Sen, while Astra left to take care of other duties. With battle approaching, he needed his Champions walking the city to calm people down.

Ciana tailed him and Sunstorm as they made their way to the throne room. Given how important the onyx was, he figured there was no better location to gem his Champion in.

Inside, he found Alice sitting on the throne. She looked exhausted, a sheaf of reports dangling from her hand over one side of the glittering throne. Her dress was far simpler today, consisting of a one piece black and gold dress that covered almost her entire body.

Several seconds passed after Nathan entered before she reacted.

“Nathan!” she yelped. Her papers fluttered to the ground after slipping from her fingers, and she cursed. “What are you doing in here?”

“Conducting a gemming ceremony,” he said. “Now tell me what you’re doing?”

Alice’s face flushed. She realized her mistake, as Nathan could easily explain himself and she couldn’t.

“It’s not what it looks like,” she mumbled.

“You told me off for overworking. Maybe you should take your own advice. Where’s Nurevia?” he asked.

“I asked her to fetch lunch,” Alice said. “It’s been too long since I’ve had a bodyguard that I can talk freely with, and who understands what is going on.”

Nathan grunted. Maybe he had a use for Nurevia, after all.

“I won’t tell you to take time off, but if you’re not sleeping well, then you should do something about that,” he said.

Alice blushed and her eyes shot to Sunstorm. “I, uh, think I’ll be fine.”

The Champion raised an eyebrow. “We’re not about to have sex, if that’s what you’re wondering. Seraph had him last night, and Fei and Narime will murder me if I get in their way tonight.”

“What? I thought gemming ceremonies involved…” the princess trailed off, her expression becoming one of mortification as Nathan and his Champions stared at her. “The books are wrong?”

“What books are you reading?” Nathan asked, utterly confused.

“Trashy romance books, I bet,” Sunstorm muttered.

Ciana nodded. “They’re very popular among the Royal Knights. I was part of the reading club. Almost all of them use the trope where Champions and Bastions have sex as part of the enhancement and gemming processes.” The unicorn pouted. “Reality is disappointing, sometimes.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“Wait, you were part of a reading club, and all it read were trashy romance books?” Nathan asked Ciana.

“No, it read other things. But books on Bastions were the most popular. Leopold had an entire series about him. It was very popular, although I never read it for obvious reasons. One of my friends told me that there are a few about you, now.” She shrugged at his stare. “I’m told there’s lots of money in writing about famous people.”

Sunstorm’s face seemed to glow with mischief, and a grin stretched across her face. “If Fei’s knights don’t already know about them, I’m going to make sure they do.”

“I’m going to pretend this conversation never happened,” Nathan said. “Alice, remember to get some sleep.”

“Yes, Nathan,” Alice said, a quizzical smile on her lips.

When nobody moved or said anything for several seconds, Nathan wondered what to do next.

“Can I watch? The gemming ceremony, that is.” Alice stood and walked over to them.

Nathan gave Sunstorm a questioning look, and she shrugged in return.

“If you think it’s fine, it’s fine,” Sunstorm said. She licked her lips. “I’ve… never had a second gem. The first was so painful, but it wasn’t yours. I want others to see it, and to know that I’m your Champion, Nathan.”

Alice and Ciana tilted their heads, then looked at Nathan.

“Sunstorm only had a single onyx gem in my world,” he said. “For… reasons, she never got a second.”

“Reasons?” Sunstorm asked, frowning.

“Truthfully, by the time we got along well enough that I could safely make you a duogem, I lost access to onyxes,” he said.

While they talked, Nathan focused on the onyx with his magical senses. It felt high quality—in fact, he was certain its quality was far greater than the one already in Sunstorm. Not a single blemish could be seen on its cut surface. His inspection confirmed its genuineness and saved him a trip back to Tarkan.

“I had wondered about that,” Sunstorm muttered. “I can’t remember everything, but it felt like we weren’t especially close. At least, not until the end. My, uh, last emotions are…” Sorrow filled her eyes and her cheeks reddened in embarrassment.

Nathan brushed her olive cheeks with a hand, causing her to gasp. He clasped her face with both hands.

“What happened then isn’t important,” he said. “You’re here now. I’m older, and no longer the naïve little Bastion playing hero. If you’re happy, Choe, then that’s all that matters.”

“I’ve never felt happier,” Sunstorm said. “Do I… need to pick my second gem ability?”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Champions don’t choose their first ability. I… I want this to be like that, even though it’s my second. Can you do that for me, Nathan?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper and vulnerability leaking into every note.

“Of course,” he said. “Hold still.”

As he had dozens of times before, Nathan channeled magic from his binding stone. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t risk gemming a Champion so far from one, but he didn’t have a choice. Plus, he had improved his mastery of magic greatly since gemming Ciana.

He pressed the onyx into Sunstorm’s collarbone, opposite her existing gem. A flare of darkness burst from the black stone, swallowing all light around it. Nathan pressed the gem into her body. It sank in.

Sunstorm gasped, and a sigh of pleasure escaped her. Her eyes locked onto Nathan and she smiled.

Shortly, the gem sat flush with her skin. Sunstorm looked as though she had always had two gems.

“That’s the first part,” she said, meeting Nathan’s eyes.

He nodded, then dove into her mind.

With his mental magic and greater experience, he infiltrated Sunstorm’s mind and found her core within seconds. Her mind felt quiet. Her thoughts and emotions seemed to travel beneath the surface of her mind, protected from casual view. If Nathan cared to, he could dive in and find them, but he respected Sunstorm’s privacy.

Her core felt alert, however. He reached out to it carefully.

But its defenses never triggered. He had worried that the true Sunstorm lurked beneath the version Kadria had created, and would lash out at him.

So far as Nathan could tell, that wasn’t the case. In fact, there was no sign of two Sunstorms. They felt like one and the same person.

Which was odd. Sen occasionally spoke of her “old” and “new” self, and how she felt like an amalgamation of the two. He was certain that she was a split entity, and something must exist in her mind to show that.

But Sunstorm was different. She had never spoken of two versions of herself. Had she come to terms with who she was? Or had she destroyed her “old” self to create what she was?

Nathan pushed his thoughts aside. Sunstorm’s mental state was stable, and that was all that mattered.

When he began to tune the new gem, he found it much easier than ever before. He casually weaved mental magic into the process, drawing on memories and emotions to forge Sunstorm’s new gem ability. The result was something he felt was far stronger than most duogem abilities.

As he had before, Nathan wondered whether affinities mattered anymore. If he had mental magic, could he do whatever he wanted with gems? Ordinarily, the mental state and emotions of the Champion greatly affected the gem. But his new magic allowed him to easily pick and choose what he wanted to use.

Perhaps there was hope for Sen.

His job done, Nathan left Sunstorm’s mind.

Outside, perhaps a minute had passed. Sunstorm’s head leaned against his chest, her breathing steady and rhythmic. Alice watched from nearby, her hands clasped in front of her chest. At some point, Nurevia had joined them.

“I’m yours,” Sunstorm said. Then she grinned and crushed Nathan in a hug. “I’m finally yours!”

He wrapped his arms around her. How many years had he neglected her? How long had she bottled up a feeling like this out of duty?

“That, um, looked very sexual,” Alice said once Sunstorm calmed down.

“I’ve heard that the second time felt amazing,” Sunstorm said. “Like getting a gem recharge times a thousand. I don’t smell, do I?”

“No,” Sen said. “You haven’t become Fei.”

“Thank fuck.”

“Um.” Alice still seemed confused.

“Yes, it’s sexual,” Nathan said. “It’s part of the reason Bastions and Champions are typically opposite genders. The first gem is much worse.”

Alice stared at him. “The first?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you said the books weren’t true,” she screeched. “Isn’t this like sex?”

The Champions looked at each other, then nodded at Alice.

“Absolutely,” they all said.

“You’re awful. All of you are awful.” Alice pouted at Nathan. “I should have become your Champion, after all.”

“We’re not having this conversation right now,” he said. “Besides, you have food to eat and I have a battle to prepare for.”

“And I have a gem to test out,” Sunstorm said, eyes practically glowing. “I can test it out, right? It’s not going to blow stuff up?”

“Go nuts.”

Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness.

Everyone else returned to their duties.

As feared, Tharban’s armies arrived at Aleich ahead of schedule. The Crimson Warhound had arrived, and he howled for blood.


Chapter 23




Adozen banners flew on the plains surrounding Aleich. None of them belonged to the rebellious archdukes, and the most prominent one was that of the Straub family. Nathan had expected to see Imperial banners, or at least some that represented the Empire as a whole. There were none.

“I thought they’re fighting for the glory of the Empire?” Nathan asked rhetorically.

“Propaganda and reality differ greatly,” Leopold responded. “This rebellion is closer to how Falmir seceded centuries ago. The western nobles chafed under the order of the emperor and created their own nation.”

“I don’t think Tharban and his cronies plan on seceding,” Nathan said drily.

“That’s because they believe they can reshape the Empire to suit themselves.” The old man grit his teeth. “I had naively thought the Diet and public opinion could tame them. But wealth has a voice all its own.”

“I suppose that explains Falmir’s support of the Nationalists, and why Trafaumh has little sympathy other than to a potential prophet.”

The two of them stood atop a lookout tower in northern Aleich. While the city lacked an exterior wall, it had many smaller forts and guard posts littered among the inner walls.

Nathan spread his own soldiers among those positions. He doubted Tharban would attack the Imperial capital directly given the political fallout from destroying the crown jewel of his homeland would bury him. But the activity of his rebel cells alarmed Nathan. Sabotage, or an attempt to seize important facilities while battle raged outside the city was highly likely.

“So long as we control the palace and Maylis remains in control of Castle Aleich, any victory will be decisive,” Leopold said, attempting to calm Nathan’s fears.

“Tharban has maybe a third of his army here.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I had assumed he would want every soldier he can get his hands on, now that we have reinforced Aleich. If he’s attacking early, then he has a plan.”

“Maybe. He’s called the Crimson Warhound because of his bloodthirst and brutality, not because of his brilliant strategic mind.” Leopold shrugged. “Call me callous, but if he burns down half the city in a fit of rage, then the Nationalists will face a rebellion of their own. Especially without the archdukes.”

The Spymaster appeared certain that the archdukes had been imprisoned or killed. Unfortunately, negotiations with Nationalist nobles went nowhere.

They continued to insist on a compromise solution. Given Nathan had already committed to civil war, he’d be an idiot to give the rebels what they wanted. That was how they had ended up in this position to begin with.

However, Tharban and his fellow Bastions lacked the necessary control over their armies. The archdukes and their allied nobles had recruited the soldiers and mercenaries. That left the Bastions as glorified officers in armies loyal to money or a master who wanted the war to end.

“I’m still going to leave some Bastions in the city,” Nathan said. “We’ll need to carry the battle, but at least we’ll have a chance of stopping Tharban if he pulls something.”

Leopold shrugged. “I’m far from the most experienced in general warfare. None of us are, to be truthful. Kurai was the disaster it was because none of us had fought a large scale battle against a demonic invasion. The same applies here—Bastions have little experience with ordinary battles.”

“That will only make matters worse,” Nathan said. “Green Bastions and Champions won’t hold back, while the veterans may.”

“I doubt Tharban will hold back.”

“Do you think he’ll show the same brutality to thousands of Imperial soldiers?” Nathan asked.

Leopold’s brow creased in thought. After a few seconds, the old man ran a hand through his silver hair. “I am less than confident about my judgment of my old rival. If he’s still half the man he was twenty years ago at Kurai, then you’re right, he won’t.”

“You said you were callous before. It’s my turn: if Tharban is stupid enough to allow the other Bastions and Champions to unleash their full power against ordinary humans, he’s lost this rebellion already,” Nathan said. “That level of brutality won’t work on your own people. A field of gore created from families drawn across half the Empire will create a fire that won’t ever go out.”

“I hope it’s not the sort of fire that consumes the entire Empire,” Leopold responded, his words a direct call back to the Emperor’s analogy of a rotting tree unable to withstand fire.

Ciana coughed behind them, and the two men turned. Both Mae and Ciana stood silently on the tower, as if in meditation.

Another Champion had joined them. Darkness shrouded Sunstorm for a moment after her teleportation finished.

“The rebels have finally responded to us over the wireless,” the assassin said. “Tharban is willing to meet with you, but he won’t enter the city.”

“Do you think your new gem ability will be enough to eliminate him even on neutral ground?” Leopold asked.

She shrugged and looked at Nathan.

“I’d tell you to cut his head off now if I thought killing Tharban would help,” Nathan said. “He’s a figurehead right now. Maybe if I’d killed him in winter when he invaded the palace—”

“No,” Leopold said. “You were right to stay your hand there. Even if he had Maylis’s assistance, his brazen assault on the Imperial Palace could only have ended in defeat. He expected us to kill or wound him, and use that as an excuse to start the war before we were ready. If we had, I imagine Aleich would be in the hands of the archdukes.”

“Those are nice thoughts, but they don’t change the fact that Tharban’s been the ringleader.”

“So, am I killing him?” Sunstorm asked.

“It was a theoretical question,” Leopold said, moving toward the ladder down. “If he dies, then other Bastions take his place. Ones who will be more extreme, and potentially cause greater harm.”

The five of them left the guard post. Fei’s knights stood watch outside, unwilling to allow Nathan to walk around with only Ciana now that Tharban’s army was in sight. Fei herself mustered the soldiers to the north of the city, drawing battle lines in the process.

“Setting up a tent is a waste of time,” Nathan said. “Tell Tharban we’ll meet him between both armies. He can bring whoever he wants. We’ll ride out and meet him.”

After Sunstorm vanished, they returned to the palace. Royal Knights mixed with Imperial soldiers. Wooden and earthen barricades shored up the damaged wall, and a handful of Champions barked orders. Nathan recognized one of them from the defense of the Gharrick Mountains in his timeline—he hadn’t realized she came from the Empire. Sadly, he didn’t remember her name, only her distinctive black and gold cat ears and long, curly tail.

Alice met them in the grand hall. Nurevia accompanied her, along with what looked like an entire company of Royal Knights. Many of them had the same slimmed down armor that the Emperor’s guards wore the other day.

Nathan began to wonder if the Royal Knights had a separate elite unit. Last time he had visited, these knights hadn’t been present.

Fyre lingered in a corner of the hall, ignoring the knights who stared at her with religious fervor. Her eyes were only for Nathan.

“Do you want me to join you when you meet Tharban?” Alice asked, nervously tucking her golden hair behind one ear.

“Absolutely not,” Leopold ground out. “Until we give the all clear signal, you aren’t to leave the palace. If the worst happens, you—”

“Grandpa Milgar gave me his teleportation relic,” Alice said, voice low. “And don’t talk like that.”

“I’m being realistic, Alice. It’s my job,” the old man said. He reached out and ran a hand through her hair, giving a paternal smile. “The Royal Knights have trained for this. Follow their orders.”

“And yours?” Alice asked.

“I just gave you my orders.”

“Well, at least you called me by my name, and not ‘Your Imperial Highness.’” She rolled her eyes. “May Omria be with you, Uncle Leopold.”

“We already know she is.” Leopold winked, and Alice glared at him.

Then she turned to face Nathan, and she bit her lip.

“I tried to convince Grandpa… Sorry, His Majesty to let me grant you control over the palace. He’s taught me the ceremony.” Her cheeks looked like they might explode, given how red they turned. “But the ceremony won’t work until I’m coronated as empress. There’s magic tied into the coronation and the palace.”

“If that’s the case, then why did Fyre think I could take control early?” Nathan asked, confused.

Alice shook her head. “Without the Emperor’s participation, I don’t think it would be possible.”

“At least Maylis doesn’t have control,” he said, trying to find a silver lining. “Has there been an update from the Spymaster on her?”

Alice looked to Leopold, who grimaced.

“Maylis has holed herself up in the castle. So far, she’s respected her claims to neutrality. When I contacted her, she said she would stay out of the battle, so long as His Majesty is not directly threatened,” he explained. “I imagine she will intervene if Tharban enters the palace, or attacks it directly.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Nathan said flatly.

“Because there isn’t one. The Spymaster won’t update me on her. For now, I’m choosing to trust him, but…” He looked at the Royal Knights around Alice.

They saluted, but those in the slimmer armor stared directly at Leopold. One of their lieutenants stepped forward, a hand on his chest.

“We are the Emperor’s loyal subjects and his devoted defenders,” the knight stated behind his face-covering helmet. “Bastion Maylis might have taken us in and trained us, but it is by the will of Omria and His Majesty that she had the opportunity. We shall not shirk from our duty, Bastions Nathan and Leopold.”

“See that you don’t,” Leopold said, returning the salute. “The Imperial family is in your care.”

“Sir!”

Alice kept her expression straight throughout the exchange. Once finished, she turned to Nathan with a raised eyebrow. “I wanted to ask you something in private. Perhaps the throne room…?”

Leopold made to leave, but Alice dragged him along. Her bodyguards remained outside, blockading the entrances.

For safety, Nathan cast wards around the four of them. Nurevia fingered her crossbows, as if expecting an attack.

“Are you going to use your Messengers?” Alice asked once he finished casting the wards.

“No.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“Indeed. If they have the same power as they did when we fought them, they could remove veteran Bastions from the field with ease,” Leopold said.

Nathan’s eyes met Alice’s, and he sighed.

“There are two reasons: one public, one private,” he said. “The public reason is that this is a battle for the future of the Empire. Messengers have no say in it. Given Fyre has decided to stay out of the battle herself despite preaching for her followers to fight, even she recognizes that we need to win this battle without relying on ‘almighty’ power.”

“A fair reason. If we won with the power of demons or a goddess, many might question our strength. A victory won through our power alone cannot be questioned,” Leopold said. “The second reason?”

“You’re underestimating the Twins,” Nathan said. “They’re more powerful than when we fought them. If we fought them in the open, I would want you and Maylis supporting me. Once I take my eyes off them, they might try to steal Maylis’s binding stone. Her castle isn’t protected against them.”

“Castle Aleich has stood against Messengers for millennia,” Leopold said coldly, his expression hard.

“Trust me, Leopold. It hasn’t been truly tested by the sort of magic the Twins can use.”

The old man’s eyes searched Nathan’s, before he grunted.

“I’ve avoided questioning your background or mysterious power and knowledge. The truth is almost certainly inconvenient, and it might dissuade those with… strident beliefs about you.” Leopold gave him a sidelong look. “If I may give you a piece of advice? Others notice when you don’t speak Omria’s name. Perhaps the strongest piece of evidence that Fyre has in her support is how often she does. But there are ancient texts that talk about the unwillingness of the unfaithful to speak her name.”

Nathan blinked. “There are?”

“Indeed. So find a way to say her name, unless you want Inquisitor Baudelaire to pin you to a winged cross. Fyre can only protect you for so long.”

Damn, this old man had a sharp eye. Nathan wondered why he had even bothered to keep secrets from Leopold.

Then again, Leopold seemed to understand why those secrets were kept. Or at least, he had some inkling. He was a man who knew the price of failure, and the reasons to take extreme actions.

Alice slipped her arms around Nathan before they left. “For good luck,” she said.

Leopold turned away, unwilling to watch. Given he had known Alice since she was a baby, Nathan could imagine his discomfort.

Nathan and Alice kissed, but he restrained himself. She pouted at him, her hands tracing his arm.

“You were more enthusiastic last time,” she said.

“I wasn’t standing next to Leopold,” he said. “I’m not groping your ass in front of him.”

“Thank you,” Leopold said earnestly. “I have few illusions about what the future holds for the two of you, but I’d prefer if that future occurred in private.”

Alice blushed and broke away from Nathan. She pretended to straighten out her ruffled black and gold dress.

“Take care, Nathan,” she said. “I expect to see you tonight. There will be a lot to celebrate, and I want something to brag to Anna about.”

After leaving, Nathan and Leopold made their way outside the city.

A sea of tents greeted them, giving the appearance that Aleich extended well past the city limits. Farming was forbidden this close to the capital, but that hadn’t always been the case. As such, the city’s surroundings were mostly grassy plains. A pair of small rivers ran from the east, but had been canalized and turned into a single canal river when they left the city to the south-west.

That made the western and northern sides of Aleich the best for open battle. No villages or towns for miles, no rivers, few trees and minimal vegetation, and the land was nearly flat.

Soldiers milled about in the tent city, as well as countless more civilian helpers. Nathan’s army had collected more than its fair share of camp followers due to Fyre’s interference. Even more joined after arriving, including hundreds of new recruits.

Nathan turned away many of them. He needed a professional army to fend off the Nationalists. If his ranks swelled with zealous peasants, his casualties would increase far faster than his chances of victory.

Little joy would be found in a field of corpses, even if he won. Nathan had managed to avoid a massive battle like this when he invaded the Federation. Today he doubted he’d achieve the same.

Narime, Seraph, and Fei lurked in a large command tent emblazoned with the symbols of Nathan, Anna, and the Emperor. It stood out as the only place in the entire camp that used the color gold.

Within moments of entering, Astra and Sunstorm appeared as well. That left only Sen and Nurevia absent. Nurevia was protecting Alice, at least until they prepared for actual battle.

“Where’s Sen?” Nathan asked, surveying the tent.

“Talking with the mages from the Lodge,” Seraph said. “Harrum isn’t here in person, but he is in spirit. Quite a few Imperial sorcerers want to defend Aleich.”

“I never thought I’d see the day when the Imperial Sorcerers’ Lodge took sides in an internal conflict,” Leopold said. “Perhaps I should have traded Bastion secrets with them decades ago.”

“I’m glad you didn’t. If you had, I wouldn’t have as much influence with them,” Nathan said.

“I shall pretend that I saw this coming.”

“Don’t celebrate too soon,” Seraph warned. “They’re still arrogant assholes, and most are researchers first and foremost. Sen’s bossing them around because they’re in love with the spirit in her head. I imagine many will be more interested in possession in the future.”

Nathan’s expression darkened. While Sen had volunteered this time, the version from his world had not. The trauma she suffered as a result haunted her until the very end.

“I’ll take what allies I can get,” he said gruffly. “Is everything ready?”

“It’ll be a big, bloody battle in a flat field. The officers, Champions, and Bastions have their orders. We can only hope that everything works out,” Narime said. “A number of my kin arrived last night. They can provide healing support, but they’re unwilling to fight.”

“They’re not the only ones,” Fei said. “Why isn’t that dumb horse out here?”

Everyone stared at Fei, and she stuck her tongue out at them.

“Fyre doesn’t want to cheapen our victory by intervening with the goddess’s power,” Nathan said. “Realistically, I think she doesn’t want to leave the palace. She seems intent on it.”

“She’s spent plenty of time preaching,” Sunstorm pointed out.

“But only for brief spurts. She always returns to the palace, especially whenever I’m not there,” he said, then raised his hand. “Again, we can’t do anything about it. Her power and influence is great enough that we should prepare for betrayal, but not preempt it.”

Astra huffed and looked away. “She still sleeps.”

“That’s a bet I’m not willing to take,” Sunstorm said. “She walks the palace at night. I’ve found her all over the place—chapels, the grand hall, even trying to eavesdrop on Nathan.”

“You didn’t tell me this because…?” he asked.

“Telling you that Fyre is spying on you is like telling you that the sky is blue,” the assassin drawled. “Also, she wasn’t interested in what you had to say. Given where her fingers were, all she cared about was what you were doing.” She grinned.

“I believe this is a conversation we can move on from,” Leopold said flatly. “We’ve discussed this matter to death.”

“Indeed,” Seraph said. “To return to the original topic, we are ready. I’ve ordered the knights inside the city to sound a magical alarm if they need our assistance. That will be the greatest disruption to our plans.”

“Agreed. But we can’t plan for it. We’ll need to respond based on the situation we see on the battlefield. If we’re winning, we can spare more forces,” Nathan said. “If that’s all, then it’s time to waste our time on Tharban.”

“He said that he’d wait for you to ride out first,” Sunstorm said. “Sounds like a trap.”

“Then I’ll take Narime and Astra,” Nathan said.

When Fei pouted, he ruffled her hair. She batted his hand away.

“I need a quick escape,” he said.

“Ciana will be with you,” she accused.

Nathan blinked, then looked at his unicorn knight. She smiled at him. The look in her eyes made it clear she wouldn’t stay behind.

“I can only teleport two people at once,” Narime said, ending the argument. “Astra can survive whatever Tharban throws at her.”

“A shame about my survival,” Leopold joked. When Mae looked at him, he raised his hands in an exaggerated shrug. “I will be fine. Perhaps they will get a nasty surprise if they attempt to slay me.”

The decision made, they rode out to meet Tharban. The plain was almost eerily empty, and noises drifted across from both camps. The Nationalists were forming up, but hadn’t yet taken formation.

“They seem keen for a fight,” Narime said, eying the enemy soldiers.

“Talking is pointless,” Astra said. “Start the battle now.”

“I imagine Tharban will expect that,” Nathan said. “He won’t meet us without a trigem by his side.”

Astra narrowed her eyes, as if annoyed at the suggestion that another trigem could stop her from killing all her opponents.

After several long minutes, four figures rode out to meet them. One was Tharban, who made his stallion look like a pony. Another was the blonde duogem sorceress who served as his Champion. The other two were unfamiliar, but both were Champions.

One must be Griem, Nathan realized. Three diamonds glittered between a gap in his black and silver armor. The other Champion had two amethysts, and she looked relatively unimportant. Or at least, Nathan guessed as much given he didn’t recognize her.

Other than Griem, all of them wore gold. In fact, the color practically shined in the Nationalist camp.

Gold was the color of royalty, and that of the Emperor. The Imperial Army used silver instead, as a sign of subservience to the Emperor. Only the archdukes and the Emperor had permission to use the color—while dukes were royalty, it was still frowned upon for them to use it.

Naturally, the sign of so much gold meant one of two things: the Nationalists considered themselves the equivalent of royalty; or they were claiming to be in direct service to the archdukes.

Given the archdukes might be dead, Nathan wondered if it meant both. Tharban finally had the chance to pretend he acted with royal consent, and was showing that off. His army did the same.

“So, what do you want to waste my time on?” Tharban grunted out the moment he stopped. “You don’t think you can convince me to compromise, like those cowardly nobles want to?”

“Tharban,” Griem said, a warning note in his voice. He turned to face Nathan, ignoring everyone else. “We have terms.”

“You do?” Nathan asked.

“He has terms,” Tharban said, gritting his teeth. “We’ll discuss them if you’re dumb enough to agree.”

Griem’s stony expression didn’t change. His face and body matched those of his diamonds, save for the grievous burn marks on his head.

Nathan knew what Griem’s abilities were, as he had read up on the trigem in his youth. But his personality had been a mystery.

“Emperor Gorthal will relinquish the throne,” Griem said, beginning his list of demands. “All Bastions will be automatically granted the title of Imperial Count and ownership of the land around their binding stones. The Imperial Army will be in service to the Bastions, not the nobles, and responsible to a council of elite Bastions and Champions, not the Emperor. Afterward, a normal election for the crown will be held.”

They sat there, stunned. Tharban snorted, and the other Champions smiled sycophantically.

Griem leaned on the front of his saddle, eying Nathan.

“You want to emulate Kurai,” Narime said. “The Guardians failed my homeland.”

“Perhaps. But who’s to say that Kurai fell because of the Guardians?” Griem shrugged. “What I do know is that a good friend of mine nearly died protecting the Empire, and idiotic nobles still asked her to march to war.”

Tharban’s expression darkened. “We stopped that, Griem.”

“At what cost?” Griem sighed. “Lord Nathan—”

“Bastion Nathan,” Tharban corrected, his eyes glowing with fury.

The trigem rolled his eyes. “Nathan, you’ve spent the past two years preparing for this. Your portals remain defended by Champions, my subordinates have told me about the skill of your knights, and you still brought many duogems and a trigem to fight us.” Griem nodded in respect to Astra, who cautiously returned the gesture. “The rest of us aren’t so lucky. This war isn’t about the nobility anymore. It’s about the security of the Empire.”

“I’d believe you if half the Empire’s protectors weren’t about to invade its capital,” Nathan said drily.

Griem frowned, but Nathan cut him off with a raised palm.

“If what you were asking for was possible, I’d give it to you,” Nathan said. “If I thought that was what Tharban and many of your brethren wanted, I’d even be willing to negotiate with you. But neither are true. The Diet won’t accept your demands, short of asking for them at the point of a sword. And when the Diet says no, your fellow Nationalists will use it as an excuse to rebel again. Does that make the Empire safer?”

“Don’t speak for me, you little shit,” Tharban growled.

“Shut up, Tharban,” Griem said. “What do you propose then, Nathan? I know that you understand what is wrong with the Empire, and our attempts to defend Doumahr.”

“What I propose is exactly what I’m doing. Place a powerful ruler on the throne and work with them to make the necessary changes. I don’t plan to stop at protecting a single duchy,” Nathan said.

“Will that grant others the same power?” Griem asked. “Because that sounds like more of the same.”

“Trust me. If it was more of the same, I’d be rebelling, too.”

The trigem grunted, then turned his horse away. “Trust doesn’t come that easily. But if you’re half the Bastion others say you are, then we’ll talk later. If we both survive.”

He rode away.

Tharban’s posture changed and his massive muscles tensed. He glared at Astra. His knuckles whitened on his reins.

“You might be an arrogant little shit, but you’re not stupid,” Tharban said, his eyes flickering to Nathan for a brief second. “He speaks for nobody except himself. At least this way, you’ll die on your feet instead of your knees.”

“Do you even have control over them, Tharban?” Leopold asked.

“I have as much as I need. First Aleich, where I’ll take your bitch princess for my own. Then your shitty duchy.” Tharban’s grin turned grotesque. “Then Falmir. That’s three royals, isn’t it?”

Nathan’s face remained impassive, but he felt his body scream in rage. His blood boiled, his muscles tensed, and his head beat like a drum.

He nearly lashed out at Tharban. Judging from the expectant looks on his Champions’ faces, they expected him to.

“You’re still such a fucking pussy,” Tharban said.

“I never realized you wanted to die so badly,” Nathan replied, all emotion absent from his voice.

“I’m here to create an Empire that will regain its past glory. There is no price I won’t pay for that,” Tharban said.

Then he turned and rode away.

“Truthfully, I think we should have killed him,” Leopold said, watching the back of the Bastion.

Nathan grunted and rode back into camp. “If he wants to die, I expect there’s a reason to it. Griem seemed almost reasonable. If we slew Tharban during parley, we might lose any chance of reconciling with the more reasonable Bastions later.”

“You think he’s trying to start a fire. The sort that we can’t put out,” Leopold said.

Astra looked across to him. “A scheme. Like in the Spires.”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “Like what happened when you killed your Bastion there. That set off the fireworks that allowed Sureev to kick off the civil war. Tharban is trying to escalate this further. Maybe he already has, and all he needs is a spark to light everything.”

Memories of the Federation and Torneus’s death filled Nathan’s mind.

Killing Torneus had been a mistake then. He refused to make the same mistake a second time.

Once back in the command tent, he gave Seraph the order to prepare for battle.

“Form up,” he said. “Negotiations failed. The Battle for Aleich has begun.”


Chapter 24




Both armies lined up across from each other in the field. Champions and Bastions spread out among the ordinary soldiers. Fei deployed her knights in three groups: a massive center, and two smaller units on the flanks.

She stood with Nathan at the front of that center unit. Hundreds of beastkin knights undertook one last check of their equipment in order to pass the time. Many of them looked at Nathan, although the still tails and ears of the wolfgirls meant they likely weren’t fantasizing.

Or at least, not fantasizing the usual way. This was the largest battle they had ever been in, or perhaps even heard of. Maybe they imagined what might happen during it, or if they would even survive.

The enemy had easily double the number of Champions, and they seemed keen to show them off. Far too many monogems stood in front of the Nationalist lines, their gems glimmering in the noon sun.

“I thought there’d be more of them,” Fei mused, her bushy tail waving back and forth excitedly. “Do we have more duogems?”

“I think we’re roughly equal,” Nathan said. “Leopold and I have most of the duogems, whereas theirs are less centralized. The real risk is what happens if they take out one of us.”

When a Bastion died, their Champions lost their abilities. If Nathan were the enemy commander, he’d throw everything at him and Leopold. Taking either out would effectively end the battle instantly. Leopold had five binding stones, and Nathan four, plus a massive number of powerful Champions.

By contrast, Tharban only had three binding stones, and far fewer Champions. Nathan imagined the monster might have more if he weren’t such an awful person. Instead, he had fewer than ten despite serving as a Bastion for thirty years.

Nathan had spread out his Champions for this reason.

Ciana, Fei, Nurevia, and Sunstorm stood beside Nathan in the center. Along with Fei’s knights, this made his formation extremely dense in the center. If Tharban attacked Nathan, he’d be in for a nasty surprise.

Which meant Leopold was the most likely target. He occupied the right flank by himself, but his many Champions ensured he was well protected. In a pinch, Sunstorm and Nurevia could help him.

With the left flank remaining, Nathan deployed Narime and Seraph there. The other Bastions and Champions from Aleich and Milgar’s force provided the bulk of the power, supported by Nathan’s elite Champions. Both knew how to command armies and excelled at fighting other Champions.

Finally, he ordered Astra to deal with Griem. With only one trigem in each army, Astra could neutralize her opponent. She was immortal and had telekinesis. Griem was renowned as nigh-unkillable, with his sole weakness being his Bastion. The two would butt heads pointlessly in the middle of the battlefield.

Finally, Sen hung back with the sorcerers. While she had been training as a spellblade recently, Nathan needed her firepower more than anything else. Tharban likely had many sorcerers of his own, and Nathan lacked counters. Sen’s raw power could force the enemy on the defensive.

After nearly an hour of waiting, the battle began with a bang. A fusillade of green and orange flames soared overhead. They flew directly for Nathan’s position.

His Champions tensed, and Ciana raised her hand to conjure up a protective barrier.

Before she could, the fireballs vanished. Nathan sensed Narime’s spell at work.

The squeal of trumpets split the air. Drums thundered. Thousands of enemy soldiers marched forward.

An explosion of dirt rippled upward to his right. Nathan looked over and saw Astra blasting the dirt apart with her arms, her opals flaring with bright light. Griem’s figure flew through the air. His entire body, including his face, was encased in a solid steel shell contoured to his body.

The armor was his trigem ability—a combined defensive and offensive shell that made him nearly impervious to harm while increasing his strength.

Astra swung her arms at Griem and sent him plummeting to the ground. He recovered instantly, then returned a punch. The grass between the two of them flattened, and a cloud of dirt billowed upward.

When it cleared, Astra stood unharmed. All three of her opals gleamed.

Both were evenly matched at a glance. Neither had the offensive power to harm the other, given their respective defensive abilities.

The difference was that Astra’s ability never ran dry. Griem needed to power his gem. Given how showy both of his abilities had been, Nathan suspected that Griem couldn’t fight without a top-up for long.

And the moment Griem’s Bastion showed herself, Astra would obliterate her.

Elsewhere, the Nationalist Bastions sped ahead of their soldiers. Their focus was on the enemy Champions, rather than the ordinary men and women who filled the field.

The battlefield turned into a cacophony of screams and the sound of battle. Dozens of magically empowered warriors unleashed their greatest abilities upon one another. The ground suffered the most, as many techniques plowed through dirt, churned up great craters, or set the field ablaze.

Smoke rose from the left flank, where Seraph and Narime held the line. The Champions had stepped ahead of the defensive line. Behind them, the soldiers maintained a shield wall and raised their pikes. Even Fei’s knights stayed back—they could defeat monogem Champions, but not in these numbers. Their corpses would cover the ground from end-to-end if they charged recklessly.

Ripples from Seraph’s energy waves dissipated the smoke. A trio of Nationalist duogems stood against her, one of whom controlled a great spinning ring of flames using her rubies. The other two defended her. Presumably this tactic was a well-worn one against demonic invasions.

When the flames winked out, the Nationalist Champions stared at each other in confusion. A moment later, Seraph was next to them.

Her tonfas slammed into the ruby duogem, and a blast of energy vaporized the enemy’s armor and uniform. The other Champions launched their attacks, tearing chunks from Seraph, but they were physically focused and failed to land serious blows against her regeneration ability.

With a sickening crunch, Seraph sent her target into the dirt with an open blow to the chest.

Then she left as swiftly as she arrived, albeit coated in her own blood. Her jade gems glowed with power as they healed her wounds.

The enemy Champions stopped to check on their wounded compatriot. Others did not and continued to battle against Nathan’s forces.

Then a fiery lance slammed right into the ground next to the fallen ruby Champion. The others tensed and foolishly looked at Nathan’s lines, as if they might see the source.

What they missed was the lava that poured off the lance. Only when the ruby Champion began screaming as her body melted, did they react. One lost an arm attempting to save her friend, while the other saw a lost cause.

Narime watched the brutality impassively, her sapphires glowing and spell frames glittering on her body. Every time her gems shimmered, a Champion lost access to his gem ability or a powerful spell dissipated. Defensively, Narime maintained barriers to keep the soldiers safe or used force manipulation to pull wounded Champions out of the fight.

Deploying Narime and Seraph to that flank had been successful, Nathan decided. Narime’s abilities granted her a unique support position, and Seraph’s endurance enabled her to duck in and solve problems that might cause the death of other Champions. Both maintained fantastic control over their soldiers.

The right flank had been consumed in a dust cloud, so Nathan couldn’t see the battle progress. His magical senses told him that Leopold remained effectively unharmed.

Every Bastion was far from their binding stones, save for Maylis. None had an advantage over others. Fortunately, Leopold had a degree of power and control that allowed him to match many duogems in combat.

Most other Bastions remained behind the lines, given their death removed their Champions from battle. The reality was that this battle would be won or lost by their warriors, and most Bastions would be little more than commanders or granters of power.

The center remained clear, but Nathan saw a mass of Champions build up in front of the advancing enemy lines. None of them looked familiar. Tharban’s Champions were nowhere to be seen.

Seeing Nathan with four duogems had cooled any plans for a swift assassination, he imagined. That likely meant Tharban was trying to eliminate Leopold, perhaps using that summoned dust cloud as cover.

“Should we charge?” Fei asked, her eyes locked onto the battle near Seraph and Narime. “I don’t like waiting while others are fighting.”

“No,” Nathan said. “Not until they get closer.”

“I can pick them off, right?” Nurevia asked.

“Why haven’t you been shooting already?” Sunstorm asked. “Nathan’s not asking you to blow anyone’s balls off.”

The dark elf shot Sunstorm a nasty look at the reminder of precisely how she had joined Nathan.

Then she pointed her repeater crossbows at the other side of the battlefield, activated her amethysts, and began firing.

The head of a monogem Champion burst in the first volley. The other Champions darted away, and a few summoned defensive abilities. Nurevia’s powerful blasts punched through barriers and armor alike. Another two Champions fell with huge chunks blown from their bodies.

The enemy soldiers weren’t immune, either. Every time a crossbow bolt missed its target, several soldiers exploded in gore. Lines of death cut through the enemy ranks as the bolts penetrated multiple rebels at once.

Within moments, the Nationalist advance faltered. Their soldiers panicked, as they were victimized by the raw power of a duogem Champion. Shouts echoed from their ranks and more trumpets blew, but the soldiers didn’t care. They tried to turn and run. Their rear ranks pushed them forward, unaware of what was going on. Companies beside them froze in their advance, confused.

“Now we charge,” Nathan said, capitalizing on his new advantage.

“Forward,” Fei screamed, swinging a blazing scimitar down for effect.


Chapter 25




Fei’s knights shot forward. The enemy was too far for a conventional charge, but Fei’s knights had greatly enhanced abilities. They covered the distance effortlessly. Their enchanted weaponry shined with death as they descended on the panicking foe.

Enemy Champions mustered to defend their line. They unleashed their abilities into Nathan’s ranks. Monogems hewed into the knights with their enhanced strength and speed, or rarely they used a gem ability. The enemy mages redirected their attention to the center, although Sen and her sorcerers continued to dispel many of their attempts to unleash death from above.

Things didn’t go well for the Nationalists, however. The monogems found their attacks ineffective. Many of their weapons glanced off enchanted armor. Or they cut down one or two, only to be surrounded by far more.

Hundreds of beastkin knights poured over the far less numerous monogem Champions like a swarm of angry, magical ants. Champions fell in flurries of attacks as their enhancements failed and they were cut down like ordinary warriors. Just as with the ordinary soldiers, the Champions began to panic.

Fei’s face blazed with a mixture of glee and fury as she homed in on an amethyst duogem. A dozen knights lay on the ground with great cuts through their armor and bodies.

An inferno of blue fire surrounded Fei, emanating from her body. The enemy duogem steeled herself and swung at Fei. Sensing danger, the catgirl weaved to the side.

The air between them rippled. A deep cut bloomed on Fei’s side, where she had been too slow to dodge. Blood poured from the wound, and Fei’s eyes widened in shock and pain. Her magic-consuming flames had been unable to stop the attack.

Nathan turned to assist her, a golden square glowing around one arm. As the duogem’s amethysts glowed again and she prepared a swing, Nathan struck. He pulled his arm down and slammed a raw blast of force into the enemy. Her blow missed completely as she stumbled, but appeared unharmed.

That was enough for Fei, however. She shot forward. Her speed enhancement allowed her to move far faster than her enemy, who struggled to right herself.

Then the duogem was a screaming ball of flames as Fei slammed into her. Her amethyst gems flickered repeatedly, but failed to activate as Fei consumed her ability every time she tried to use it. The catgirl’s own sapphires glowed as she greedily sucked in her opponent’s magical energy.

A pair of monogems closed on Fei while she looked distracted. Fei’s flames kept her knights from safely assisting her, although they rushed in anyway.

Not that it mattered. Sunstorm appeared in a puff of darkness. Both enemy Champions whirled and their gems glowed.

Sunstorm’s onyxes responded in kind, before she sliced at the air in front of her.

Her enemies barely had time to blink before their heads slid off their bodies, which then collapsed lifelessly to the ground.

Sunstorm grinned and flourished her swords. Her gaze met Nathan’s, and she mouthed, “Thank you.”

Choosing her ability had been fairly easy for Nathan. Sunstorm’s monogem ability was incredibly useful for an assassin, granting her teleportation and control over a shadowy darkness. But she lacked the raw power to fight duogems or stronger, and sometimes struggled to even plant her blades in those with endurance enhancements.

Ciana was literally invulnerable to Sunstorm, much to the latter’s frustration.

At the same time, Sunstorm could use some sort of ranged attack. Something that enabled her to contribute even when facing a far stronger opponent.

When Nathan had fought Thanatos, the Messenger had whined about how Fei had stolen his power. Without realizing it, Nathan had replicated powerful ascended magic in a Champion. Why not do the same for Sunstorm?

So he gave her the spatial magic that Thanatos had imbued into his sword, and that Nathan had begun to use. It was an understatement to describe Sunstorm as terrifying once she realized she could collect heads from afar.

A field of light appeared beside Nathan, indicating that he hadn’t been paying enough attention. Reflexively, he pumped magic into his body to enhance himself. Beside him, Ciana’s diamonds glowed as she maintained her barrier of light.

A duogem and a monogem attempted to break through. Once Ciana confirmed that Nathan was paying attention, she dropped the barrier. The enemies flew right for Nathan.

Ciana’s sword punched through the monogem instantly. With Nathan’s strength and speed flowing through her, she moved faster and hit harder than her opponent had expected. Ciana flicked her skewered enemy aside and shoulder-charged the duogem in the same motion.

Instantly, the duogem unleashed the stored spell in her rubies. Every inch of grass within a dozen meters froze solid, and the air glittered with cold.

The wave of cold magic slammed into Ciana. It coated her armor in frost, turned her face pale, and caused her blonde hair to turn into an icicle.

Ciana didn’t falter, but she did shift in front of Nathan. Her breathing felt ragged. She had likely been struck by the cold inside her body.

The enemy duogem glared at Ciana in outrage, as if she didn’t understand why the unicorn hadn’t dropped dead. Nathan suspected that the endurance enhancement was the only reason.

However, the enemy didn’t use the ability again. Most likely it was too powerful to use rapidly. Stored spells in rubies were more restrictive the greater in power they were. Trigem ruby spells tended to take an entire day to recover, but could defeat entire invasions by themselves.

One of Falmir’s trigems had such a gem ability. It granted her the ability to turn the demons against themselves and brought back armies of them from the dead—or whatever happened to demons when their bodies vanished in the portals. But she could only use it once.

Returning to the battlefield, Nathan activated his spell with a swing of his blade. Since battling Thanatos, he had realized that his greatest weapon was his spatial magic.

The enemy duogem didn’t quite split in half, but a gaping wound exploded from hip to shoulder. She collapsed to the ground, screaming in agony.

Stepping forward, Ciana slammed her sword into the enemy’s head.

More small conflicts exactly like these raged across the battlefield. Champions unleashed their power and fell just as quickly. Offensive Champions had abilities geared to defeat enemies with powerful defensive enhancements, but few Champions had those. As such, a single successful hit from another Champion ended their life instantly.

By contrast, purely defensive Champions struggled to keep up with the raw speed or power of warriors like Fei. They could be worn down or overcome with enough blows, but failed to land their own.

What worked against demons didn’t work against other Bastions. Champions were easily isolated, and couldn’t retreat to gather their strength to fight a manticore or other greater demons. They normally relied on their fellow Champions to cover their weaknesses.

In this battle, any Champions who overspecialized tended to be easily defeated, especially if they were separated. Only Nurevia fit into the category in Nathan’s team, and he blamed Tharban for that—or perhaps that was the result of her original dark elf Bastion.

Horns blew on the left flank, where Seraph and Narime were. That signaled a problem. Nathan had been getting ahead of himself due to some early successes.

A brutal melee had erupted over there. While the center collapsed and the right flank remained steady, more and more Nationalists poured toward the one side of the battlefield that lacked a powerful Bastion.

Nathan frowned. He had expected the Nationalists to attempt to kill either him or Leopold, but that hadn’t happened. Or at least, any attempts had been half-assed.

For that matter, where the hell was Tharban?

Sunstorm appeared next to Nathan. “Are we changing position? Or do you want me to head over there?”

He shook his head, ignoring the surrounding battle. Ciana hovered by his side on the lookout.

“Tell Sen to disrupt their charge. I hate to unleash her full strength, but it should put the Nationalists in temporary retreat. We can regroup and rotate out Champions on the left flank if necessary,” he said.

Sunstorm nodded, then vanished in a puff of darkness.

He might lack a handheld wireless, but with Sunstorm’s help, he didn’t need one.

The battle continued to rage. Fei’s knights fought to hold the line against a mass of Nationalists, many of whom were nearly as heavily armored.

This strategy had been planned, Nathan realized. For whatever reason, the Nationalists thought they could win the conventional battle without defeating him or Leopold.

Once again, he was reminded that his enemies hadn’t fought in true war. If this was how the Empire fought Trafaumh, no wonder they had achieved next to nothing.

The Nationalists didn’t realize that the soldiers weren’t there to win the battle—they were there to provide support, manage supply lines, occupy the city, and make the battle appear grander to onlookers. If thirty Champions met each other on an open plain, there would be no spectacle, and the results might be too brutal.

But if they had armies, then it looked more impressive. A handful of those Champions could send an entire army packing, but that didn’t matter.

As if to punctuate his point, a clap like thunder split the air. Thousands of soldiers stumbled, disoriented and clutching at their heads. All sound vanished. People tried to scream and shout. No doubt the trumpets and drums played harder, attempting to penetrate the soundlessness that permeated the battlefield.

Then, like the descending wrath of Omria herself, a whirling inferno of shadow and flame touched down in the middle of the Nationalist army on the left flank.

Sen had cast the inferno tornado, a famous sixth rank spell intended to destroy entire armies of demons.

Her control had improved since she last used it. The whirlpool of flaming death descended slowly, as if to warn the enemies to scatter. Many were too awestruck to do so. Their bodies disintegrated before the tornado even reached them, as the white-hot embers raged far from the tornado itself.

Nathan felt the heat on his skin. The air across the entire battlefield shimmered, and the entire left flank wavered as though he was staring into the blazing hot Houkeem Desert. Smoke consumed the skies. More embers fell from it.

Barriers sprung up across Nathan’s armies as the day darkened. Spells and abilities flew at the tornado, as if in some futile hope to stop it.

Then it crashed to the ground with a great scream. Within moments, that noise was joined by the primal terror of thousands of soldiers who felt death scorching their skin.

The Nationalists began to flee en masse. The center and right flanks pulled back. Champions scattered, often carrying others.

Nathan grimaced while Ciana shielded her eyes.

“I didn’t understand why you wanted to hold back,” she said.

“If there’s anyone who can remind people of the immense power of Champions, it’s Sen,” he said. “With Ifrit’s power and her natural talent, she rivals a duogem. Too many Bastions are used to seeing spells cast only by themselves or elite sorcerers. Few Champions specialize in army-destroying abilities.”

With a single spell, Sen had put the entire battle on hold. Nathan’s army pulled back behind their barriers, watching in awe as the raging inferno vaporized everything in front of them. Every Nationalist on the left flank ran screaming for cover.

If Sen wanted to, she could chase them with the spell. But what good would that do, other than slaughtering hundreds or thousands of men and women?

The people of Aleich would be watching this. The power of Champions rarely showed itself in front of them.

While both armies regrouped, Leopold jogged up to Nathan. They saluted idly, their eyes on the tornado.

“Quite the show,” Leopold said. “Have you seen Tharban?”

Nathan shook his head. “I don’t think he was in that mess, either.”

Suddenly, bells rang out from Aleich. Screeching magical alarms joined them.

Both Bastions stared at the capital. The noises didn’t cease. No smoke rose from the city, nor were there visible signs of battle.

But a cry for help had come up from the defenders.

Aleich was under attack.


Chapter 26




Leopold swore. “Tharban! The bastard’s ignoring the battle.”

Nathan ran a hand through his hair.

If Tharban was in Aleich, he had only one objective: the palace. Did he know that Maylis wasn’t defending it?

“We can’t abandon the field,” Nathan said, forcing his tone to be emotionless. “Even if Tharban somehow seizes the palace while Fyre is in it, we can take it back if we defeat his army.”

“I know that,” Leopold said, his voice weary rather than angry. “This is precisely why we didn’t make plans for this.” The old man gripped Nathan’s shoulder in a vice-like grip. “We have the advantage. From what I’ve seen, we’ve taken down far more of their Champions and yours are a level above what you’re fighting. Keep Griem tied up, and this is done.”

“Leopold—” Nathan tried to say.

“I’ll take my Champions and defend my home,” Leopold said. “Years ago, I told you that I didn’t want to slay your father in battle. I’m afraid I’ll need to go back on that promise.”

“Take Nurevia with you,” Nathan said, feeling a pit form in his stomach.

The old Bastion shook his head with a smile. “You think I’m going to pit a Champion against her former Bastion? Win the battle, Nathan, and I’ll see you at the palace.”

Mae swept in behind Leopold, her mask cracked but still covering her face. She nodded at Nathan.

“May the goddess protect,” she uttered with a salute.

Leopold shot his Champion a look, before rushing off to Aleich.

Nathan stared after him, torn between assisting Leopold and winning a battle he knew was vital.

Stopping Leopold would be impossible. The old bastard was set in his ways. Nathan knew from experience that you couldn’t teach an old Bastion new tricks.

That thought didn’t comfort him. A different face flashed in his mind, from a different world.

Nathan’s fists clenched.

“Nathan?” Ciana asked.

“Where’s Sunstorm?” he ground out.

“Here,” the assassin said, as if summoned by her name.

Had she learned to read his emotions as well? He should start using mental magic to communicate with his Champions, he realized.

“Order Narime and Seraph to stop holding back,” he said. “I want you, Nurevia, and Seraph on the right flank. We’ll drive the Nationalists back and shatter their Champions.”

“There won’t be many left afterward,” Sunstorm said, but her eyes shined with bloodlust.

“Champions can be replaced. As can many of these Bastions. If they’re willing to invade Aleich, then I doubt anyone will sympathize with them, no matter how brutal we are,” he said.

That might not be true, but Nathan was past the point of caring.

He suspected that he had underplayed his hand out of caution. Human politics and warfare weren’t his forte.

He had been exiled from Falmir, after all. This time, he’d keep the Empire safe no matter the cost, instead of letting the idiot nobles run everything into the ground.

“Got it,” Sunstorm said. Then she hesitated. “Don’t let the others see you like this, Nathan. I adore your harder side, but I’m not sure everyone is ready for it.”

He looked at her, and a shudder ran through her body. Then he nodded.

“Thanks, Choe,” he said. “Check back in when the tide is turning.”

Leopold’s tactical decision had been correct and in line with Nathan’s thinking. The battle needed to be won above all else.

But the moment it was, Nathan was joining the old man in Aleich.

The tornado vanished, and the battle resumed in short order. This time, Nathan’s army took the offensive. Griem and Astra continued to battle it out, churning up a huge portion of the battlefield in their struggle.

The Nationalists balked at Nathan’s charge. Their lines cracked and began to break.

The same couldn’t be said of the Champions in the conflict. Almost all of those remaining were duogems, and they were blooded veterans from countless invasions. They didn’t understand the concept of retreat.

Champions retreated when they were dead, in most cases. Failure was not an option when defending a portal. They brought that attitude to this battlefield, fighting to their last breath even as their soldiers panicked and broke.

One-by-one, the Nationalist Champions were cut down. Or burned to death. Or decapitated. Or killed in a dozen other ways using Champion abilities as Nathan’s forces overwhelmed the enemy.

Sunstorm appeared next to him again. “Good news and bad news.”

“I can see the good news. We’ve won,” he said flatly. “I take it the bad news is about the Bastions?”

“Yeah.” She grimaced. “I grew suspicious because several Champions vanished. Most of the Nationalist Bastions have fled. As have a lot of the more powerful mages. Either they teleported—”

“Unlikely. I would have sensed them,” Nathan said. “Teleportation magic is easily detectable, unless it’s ascended magic.”

“Then they likely had an escape plan hatched. I didn’t catch Tharban running toward Aleich, so maybe they dug a tunnel?” Sunstorm shrugged. “I doubt Griem will hang around much longer. Once Fei turns on him, he’s dead meat.”

“Maybe the Bastions were never here to begin with,” Nathan said. “That means Tharban only needs a Champion with a teleportation ability. Nurevia didn’t think he had one, but I didn’t recognize that amethyst duogem. He’s been recruiting.”

Or stealing Champions from other Bastions, Nathan suspected.

“So…” Sunstorm trailed off.

“If there’s nothing here for me, I’m returning to Aleich,” he said. Smoke had begun to rise from the city. “I’ll take you, Narime, Nurevia, and Ciana. Tell Seraph to send Astra after me the moment she’s finished with Griem.”

“Everyone else should stay here?”

“Seraph is in command. Fei and Sen are senior officers and possess anti-army magic,” Nathan explained. “If anything goes wrong, I trust them to handle it. Sen can signal for help if something truly unexpected happens.”

Without a word, Sunstorm vanished in darkness.

Nathan let a nearby beastkin officer know what was happening. Fei’s flames were visible in the thick of the battle, but he had wasted enough time already.

Rather than walk, he intended to teleport there. Over this short a distance, he was certain his spatial spell could work without planeshifting. It was longer than he had traveled in the Enclave, but Narime couldn’t teleport enough people and she’d drain her magic reserves making multiple trips with them.

Speaking of the fox, she appeared next to him with a shimmer of light. Her figure seemed to pop into existence. Her tails lowered upon seeing him.

“Sunstorm said you would be different,” Narime said with a gulp. “I haven’t seen you like this since the Spires. You might even be worse.”

“It’s a bad day,” he grunted. “Once Nurevia gets here and Sunstorm returns, we’re teleporting to the palace.”

Narime nodded, then looped an arm through his.

When he looked at her, she said, “This might be a battlefield, but I think you need comfort more than you think.”

“Mmm.”

Her lips turned into a fine line, but Narime refused to let go.

His other Champions gathered soon enough. Battle continued to rage in the distance. Other foxes began to drift onto the battlefield along with the medical personnel, dragging hundreds of wounded away.

“Ready?” he asked.

The others nodded.

He focused on the palace, then cast his spell.

The world shifted for a moment. Everything in front of him twisted in place.

Then the distortion effect vanished. The spell shattered.

Nathan blinked. “The palace is under even heavier wards than usual. Is this Fyre’s doing?”

While it was possible she was the cause of the drama, Nathan suspected the more likely option was that she was defending the palace.

That boded poorly. Tharban must be assaulting the building directly. By this point, Leopold should have arrived, given the speed he and his Champions could move at.

Nathan used magic to canvass the area near the palace.

“It’s all locked down under wards,” he muttered. “This isn’t Fyre. Somebody else has placed the center of Aleich under spatial wards.”

In an instant, he realized his mistake. Fyre had been focused on the palace, and he had assumed the worst out of suspicion.

Had she known all along that somebody else would attempt to seize the palace? Who else could know spatial magic?

He shook his head. “We’ll need to move quickly once we arrive. The palace is under attack by an unknown force. It’s possible the Nationalists have… external aid. We’ll appear several blocks away.”

Unfortunately, he didn’t know Aleich well enough to clearly visualize a location. Unlike with Milgar’s mansion, he couldn’t merely teleport into open space. If Nathan chose the wrong target, he might appear inside a wall or building.

So he picked the one place he had a clear memory of and cast his spell.

The world distorted, and a portal to Aleich appeared in front of them. Pain assailed his mind, like nails being driven into his skull.

“Nathan!” Ciana grabbed his arm in concern.

“Go through,” he snapped. “Now!”

Everyone rushed through the portal, Ciana practically dragging him.

The moment he stumbled through the crack in space, he collapsed his spell. His body screamed from the effort, and he felt his mind burning.

He had been warned about the dangers of ascended magic. This had been worth it, but he needed to be more careful in the future. His training was still far from complete.

Battle raged around them. Before he knew what was happening, his Champions began to cut down dozens of fighters. All of them wore Nationalist insignias, but their clothing varied from that of ordinary civilians, to guards, and even a few Imperial soldiers. Some even had the remnants of Nathan’s crest on their arms.

Nathan looked around to confirm his surroundings. This place was where Falmir had tried to assassinate Anna. The checkpoint was a brutal brawl, as dozens of Nationalists fought the Imperial soldiers defending it.

Closer by, a mass of beastkin and humans fought the Nationalists tooth and nail. Many wore Nathan’s crest, but most didn’t. Private guards fought on both sides, separated only by insignias that pledged loyalty to rebellious nobles.

Last time this had happened, the Nationalists cut down countless beastkin with their superior training.

Not this time. Nathan recognized a beastkin blacksmith from years ago. The man didn’t wear the crest, but his body was covered in armor and he wielded his axe with raw ferocity. His assistants fought alongside him in similar equipment, likely made in their forge for this express purpose.

“Cut down what Nationalists you can as we move, but we can’t linger,” Nathan said.

Ciana stared at him, her eyes wide. But she nodded. Aleich had been her home for most of her life. While others defended it, she was needed elsewhere.

Although they still helped plenty. Sunstorm cut down a dozen men with a single swing. Narime knocked down rebels with a flick of her wrists. Nurevia blew them apart.

The five of them shattered the cluster at the checkpoint. Nationalists screamed for mercy and surrendered within seconds of Nathan and Ciana crashing into them. The Imperial soldiers pushed forward, eyes blazing with fury.

“Stop,” Nathan barked, his voice amplified with magic.

The soldiers paused. Many recognized him.

“We’re better than them. If they resist or flee, kill them. But surrendered soldiers have surrendered,” he said.

Then he saluted, and the soldiers returned it in a clatter of steel on steel.

As Nathan left, he wondered if he had made the right decision. In the end, he decided that it didn’t matter.

Most soldiers hadn’t heard him, and the civilians defending their homes certainly hadn’t. In the end, the Nationalists would reap what they sowed. Aleich burned, and Nathan knew that those responsible would burn as well. The people of a city didn’t turn out to defend themselves if they supported the rebels.

As they approached the palace, the fighting thickened. Champions appeared, fighting on both sides. Civilians fought under the leadership of the Imperial officers that Nathan left behind.

Before he reached the palace, Nathan stumbled upon a scene of devastation. A monogem Champion lay dead on the ground in an Imperial uniform. The bodies of soldiers littered the ground, and dozens more lingered around the edge of a large plaza.

In the center stood a familiar man, approaching a duogem Champion bound in chains. She had two diamonds, for what little they mattered. Her bonds tied her in place. She writhed and snarled in anger.

Then the man obliterated her head in a single swing. The sapphires in his collar gleamed and the chains vanished.

He turned and spotted Nathan. Then grinned.

“Oh. Fancy meeting you here,” the Hound of Omria said.


Chapter 27




Abarrier of light sprung up in front of Nathan. His Champions rushed in front of him, weapons raised and gems glowing.

The Hound didn’t move, but his grin remained plastered on his face.

“So Maylis is part of this as well,” Nathan said coldly. “She’ll regret that.”

“Damn, ice cold,” the Hound said, his eyebrows shooting up. “You almost make me think that you can crack her castle open. We’ve got all sorts of cool toys up there to keep Aleich safe, you know. It’s one of the oldest portals in the Empire. Can’t have some pair of slutty succubi rubbing themselves all over the palace because we can’t do our job.”

The way his eyes pierced Nathan’s made his intent clear. Maylis and the Hound knew about the Twins, and disapproved.

Like Nathan cared.

“So you’re here for me?” he asked.

“Nah. This is just fun.” The Hound gestured at the surrounding corpses. “I don’t have a horse in this race, but Maylis is pretty pissed at everyone who caused the civil war. She has a thing for the old prune on the throne, and I’m her loyal servant. My job’s to make sure everything goes swimmingly.”

“You’re a long way from the palace,” Nathan said.

“It’s like three blocks that way. There are others there. That conniving old bastard is fighting your beast of a dad. If anything changes, I’ll jump on over and crack some heads. Can’t say I want to tango with a prophet. That’s sacrilegious.”

Nathan stared at the Hound, who merely returned the look with his bloodthirsty grin.

Apparently, history had done the Hound many favors when describing him. Because nobody had brought up the part where he was a callous, bloodthirsty asshole who only cared about battle.

Nathan could easily imagine an alternative future where he’d somehow kept Maylis on side. Sunstorm and Fei would probably like this bastard, if he wasn’t an enemy.

“If that’s the case, then I have no time for you,” Nathan said. “Stay out of my way.”

Ideally, he’d take the Hound down a peg. Or even kill him. But he lacked his own trigem Champion, and the palace took priority.

When Ciana lowered her barrier and Nathan prepared to leave, the Hound shot forward. Ciana barely caught the blur of movement and reactivated her barrier.

Explosions once again rippled across the silvery field of light protecting them from the Hound.

Cursing, the trigem leaped backward. “What do you pump your duogems full of? I shatter barriers for fun, but I feel like I’m punching solid diamond.”

Ciana kept her breathing steady, but sweat built up on her brow. “Nathan, you should go. I—”

“We’ve had this discussion, Ciana,” Nathan said with a warning look.

She nodded, accepting his choice without another word. It seemed she didn’t plan on sacrificing herself, but wanted to check if things had worsened enough that he needed to do so anyway.

They hadn’t. Not yet.

“Do you think I can get him?” Sunstorm asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Man, such a fucking daring lot.” The Hound straightened up and tilted his head. “After our little dance outside the city, I thought you were the only interesting one, Bastion. Turns out you have a whole harem of fun.”

“Are you done?” Nathan asked.

“By Omria, no.” The Hound cracked his knuckles. “How could I ignore you? For the first time ever, somebody shattered my curse. You shed the judgment of Omria like a snake sheds its skin. Tell me, was it the prophet? Your Messengers? Or maybe the power of love?” His voice oozed disdain with the final words.

“Fine. Let’s do this the hard way,” Nathan said.

Unfortunately, the hard way would be genuinely hard. Nathan didn’t fancy his chances against a trigem. He couldn’t dispel the curse mid-battle, and the Hound moved fast enough to dodge everyone except Sunstorm. Combined with his chains and raw power, a single wrong move could get someone killed.

Nathan needed to be cautious. Astra wasn’t coming to save him this time. She didn’t even know he was in danger.

Remembering last time, Nurevia holstered her crossbows and drew her daggers. Ciana held the barrier firm while Nathan and Narime began preparing spells. Sunstorm twirled her swords idly.

Two of the Hound’s sapphires glowed. He snapped forward at the same time.

Chains burst from the ground around Sunstorm, who cursed as they bound her in place. Narime’s sapphires flickered, but failed to dispel the ability. She frowned and looked closer at it.

Evidently the chains contained magic she didn’t immediately recognize, so she couldn’t counter the Hound’s ability. For the time being, Narime kept casting her fourth rank spell.

Right before striking the barrier again, the Hound ducked to the side. Ciana’s eyes widened and she dropped the barrier. Her arm followed him and her diamonds flared in an attempt to protect them again.

The ground exploded before she could. Ciana lost her footing, falling to one knee. Dust and shards of rubble billowed over them, blinding them.

Nathan cursed and dropped his current spell. He needed to get rid of the dust so they could see the Hound.

Weapons clashed nearby. A purple flash of light flared in the murkiness, and the Hound swore. He spun past Nathan, blood streaming from a long cut along one arm. His gloves had been blown open, revealing enchanted steel knuckles within them.

Nathan cast his third rank spell, and the dust blasted away in a single gust of wind. The Hound spun, his eyes locking onto Nathan.

“Nasty trick somebody has, disabling my punches like that,” he snarled, but his face screamed with joy at the idea of a difficult battle. Then the Hound tensed.

Darkness erupted behind the Hound. Nathan glanced to the side and saw that the chains were empty.

Sunstorm had pretended to be restrained.

The Hound ducked, whirling as he did so. Sunstorm was fast, but her gem ability had already been activated. Her swords sliced at the air and her eyes widened. Now that the Hound had ducked, Nathan stood in the path of her attack.

“Whoops,” the Hound said with a laugh.

Nathan rolled his eyes, then stepped forward and lashed out with a fierce blast of magic in his sword. It missed, as the Hound blurred away.

“Your gem ability can’t hurt me, Sunstorm,” Nathan said. “That’s an intrinsic aspect of all gems. Fei’s fire works the same way.”

She nodded, grimacing at the way she froze up. Then she vanished in darkness, right before the Hound unleashed a blast of explosive energy.

Narime stood nearby, Ciana by her side. Chains wrapped around the fox, holding her in place and tying her tails to the ground. She dismissed Nathan’s concern with her eyes. Her sapphires glowed as she once again tried to dismiss the chains.

Knowing that she’d dispel the chains soon enough, Nathan instead pumped himself full of power from a binding stone. While he began to cast a spatial cutting spell, he had another thing in mind.

The Hound danced away from Nurevia and Sunstorm. His trigem enhancement prevented Nurevia from getting close, and he couldn’t reliably use his attack ability with Narime around. Every time Sunstorm teleported into position, the slight delay in her ability activation enabled the Hound to dodge.

Following the trigem’s movements closely, Nathan realized that their opponent could sense Sunstorm before she appeared.

Given Nathan could do the same, it wasn’t that special. Sunstorm’s ability disrupted space an instant before she appeared, creating a powerful magical presence.

But this meant that the Hound was either a trained sorcerer, or highly sensitive to magic. He hadn’t used spells yet, but Nathan wondered if he was holding back. Perhaps because he knew that Narime could dispel them?

Or maybe the Hound had been magically trained, but wasn’t a sorcerer. Trafaumh trained many of their religious agents in magical detection, even if they never learned how to cast spells.

Perhaps the Hound’s Trafaumh accent told a story that Nathan didn’t know.

Whatever the case, the current situation left the Hound with only two options: run away, or disable Narime.

Anything else that he tried would be stopped dead. Without his attack ability, he lacked the power to harm Nathan. If he couldn’t crack Ciana’s barrier with it, how could he hope to harm Nathan without it?

But the Hound had proven that he was far faster than Ciana earlier. If he wanted to win, then he’d go straight for Narime. Ciana would attempt to intercept him, but fail. Once the fox was dealt with, the Hound would be at full strength again.

The only wildcard was the curse. The Hound hadn’t used it yet. Would he burn it on Ciana in order to block her barrier?

Confident in his conclusion of the Hound’s only successful moves, Nathan gambled that Ciana would be the target of the curse. He pumped even more magic into his body, enhancing himself to almost painful limits. Ciana’s gem glowed, and her eyes locked onto Nathan’s.

“Eyes on me, horsey!” the Hound shouted, right before he shot right at her.

Ciana raised her hand to cast a barrier and the Hound’s sapphires glowed.

Before they met, the ground rumbled. The Hound rolled away, dodging a dagger thrown by Nurevia. Everyone tried to maintain their footing while screams of surprise and terror rose up around them.

An explosion split the air. Magical power rushed over Nathan like a crashing wave, and he lost his spell. His senses felt scrambled.

His vision wavering, he stared toward the palace. The wave and explosion had come from it.

A great burst of golden light erupted into the air, then resolved itself into a pair of wings that stretched across the entire central district of Aleich. Another wave of magic crashed forth.

Nathan attempted to reach out with his senses after it passed. He couldn’t sense a damn thing. Whatever was happening was washing the magical plane clean. Spells and abilities dissipated, including the chains binding Narime.

The Hound stared up at the wings above them, his jaw loose. One of his fists clutched his heart.

“She’s the real deal,” he mumbled, his eyes wavering.

Fyre. Nathan realized this must be Fyre’s doing. What the hell was going on?

“Change of plan, boss,” the Hound said, his tone flat. “This has been the greatest battle of my life, but my job comes first. I think we both have people in the palace we need to protect.”

Then he ran off. Nathan ordered his Champions to leave him be.

He swiftly topped up the gems of all of his Champions. They did their best to hide the sexual pleasure that ran through them as he pumped power into them and touched their minds.

“This ability is fucking hungry,” Sunstorm muttered, staring at her swords. “I’m used to barely needing to top-up at all.”

“It’s one of the most powerful duogem abilities I could think of. Use it well,” Nathan said. “If we’re ready, it’s time to head to the palace.”

The waves of energy had dissipated. When Nathan reached out, he found that the spatial wards had been destroyed. The wings hovered above them still.

Whatever Fyre had done, it dispelled the wards preventing him from teleporting to the palace. He began casting the spell immediately. It took seconds, given how short the distance was.

The portal appeared, showing the battle worn steps of the palace, and this time it didn’t nearly kill him. He gestured the others through.

Before he made it through, he heard Nurevia’s gasp of terror.

Nathan charged through, Ciana on his heels.

What he saw was a scene of utter devastation and death.

The entire outer courtyard of the palace complex was littered with bodies. Nationalists, Royal Knights, Imperial soldiers, and countless civilians fighting for Fyre. Even more people remained standing. Clusters built up across the grounds, often with Royal Knights in the center.

Prisoners, Nathan realized. The Royal Knights were protecting Nationalists who had surrendered, while angry mobs closed in on them.

The fighting stretched well into the streets. The walls had been torn down, along with the barricades. Burn marks scorched much of the street. Several nearby buildings had been badly damaged.

But Nathan’s eyes were drawn to one large huddle near the edge of the palace grounds. Royal Knights stood in the center, distinguishable due to their golden armor. But the crowd weren’t fighting to get closer. They seemed almost solemn.

Fyre’s wings poked up above the knights, but she didn’t seem to be the cause of the huddle.

That same pit from earlier reformed in Nathan’s stomach. A decade of experience told him what was in the center of that huddle.

Despite that, he rushed forward. Soldiers spotted him as he approached. They saluted, but their expressions were dark.

The crowd parted for Nathan. Murmurs ran through them and all eyes locked onto him. Ciana gasped when she saw what lay within, tears forming in her eyes as her hands closed over her mouth.

Fyre stood still in the circle, her expression unmoving but her eyes locked onto something specific. She seemed to be in shock.

Two of Tharban’s Champions lay dead on the ground. The blonde sorceress had lifeless eyes, but her body was nearly unmarred. As if something had fried her mind without touching her physically. The other was the amethyst duogem, and her body had been cooked from the inside. The sight was horrific.

Nathan ignored the dead. His attention was drawn to the figure kneeling in the center.

Mae kneeled with a man across her legs. Her mask had been shattered and her uniform torn, but she looked physically fine.

Her gems were completely dim, however.

Across her legs lay Leopold. He didn’t move. Blood covered his body, congealing over a huge hole in his armor. Something had punched through him.

No life showed in his eyes. He had no last words or parting speeches for Nathan. Battles rarely allowed for them. Nathan could only stare down at the unmoving body of his friend and sometime-mentor for the past two and a half years.

Leopold Tyrim, the oldest and most influential Bastion in the Anfang Empire, was dead.


Chapter 28




Vengeance gripped Nathan’s heart like an icy claw. Anger welled up in him, overwhelming the sorrow and regret forming.

“Where is he?” he ground out, eyes fixed on Leopold.

All eyes turned to Nathan, some in confusion, but many in sympathetic fury. He saw hands tighten on weapons and nods be exchanged between the Royal Knights.

Fyre looked at him, her eyes screaming out for guidance. The same went for his other Champions, especially Ciana. Only Narime seemed used to this, her tails and ears lowering as she raised her head to the sky.

“He fled,” Mae said, her eyes still closed as she looked up at Nathan. “Tharban fled. Leo’s relic killed the Champion who slew him, and then the prophet intervened.” She subtly nodded at the immaculate corpse of the blonde sorceress.

Sunstorm had described Fyre doing a similar thing earlier. It looked like some form of mental magic.

“I—” Fyre began to say, trying to catch Nathan’s gaze.

He cut her off. “Did any traitors make it into the palace?”

Fyre shook her head. “By…” She swallowed. “By the light of Omria, I repelled all who attempted to despoil her greatness and ruin her Empire. I could not…” she trailed off, gaze vacant.

A hand gripped Nathan’s arm. He looked over and saw Narime. Her gaze was solemn and her expression resolute. She inclined her head toward the crowd.

Nathan followed her gesture.

He saw Royal Knights covered with blood, their faces brimming with righteous fury. Behind them, the crowd of soldiers and civilians began to murmur, their voices steadily rising. Anger ran through them.

Above all else, Leopold was beloved in the Empire. The right hand of a deeply popular Emperor, a national hero, a veteran of war, and a resident of Aleich for over forty years. The Royal Knights knew him intimately, as would many of the locals in this district.

Nathan took in the anger around him. Then he forced himself to be calm.

If he was as blinded by fury as everyone around him, how could he lead them?

Unfortunately, he wasn’t the person they needed. Not right now.

He was a Bastion. A warrior and a soldier. He brought war upon them, and all he could do right now was usher in even more.

Somehow, Tharban had nearly succeeded in starting the fire he wanted. If Nathan said the word, he’d send absolute fury tumbling down on the Nationalists. The civil war would continue to burn.

Instead, Nathan looked at Fyre. He stepped up to her, and she looked up at him.

This time, her wings didn’t flutter nervously and no blush spread across her cheeks. She met his gaze, and all he saw was despair.

Up until now, Nathan had been deeply risk averse. As much as he disliked Fyre, he needed her influence right now. He decided to take the greatest gamble he had for years.

His hand closed on her shoulder. Instantly, the atmosphere shifted. Nathan felt an angry buzz build up in the crowd. Perhaps they felt he was intimidating her or blaming her for Leopold’s death.

Instead, he said, “What is the will of Omria?”

Fyre’s eyes went impossibly wide and her jaw dropped.

The next moment, Nathan felt something impossibly massive and grand turn its gaze upon him in his mental world. He knew that his wards could not withstand whatever it did to him.

A moment later, Fyre’s mental presence washed over him. She brushed against his wards gently, but didn’t attempt to break in like she had before. Her presence vanished like a whisper, leaving behind no trace of herself or the entity that appeared before her.

Above him, the golden wings flared with light. Nearly everyone turned and stared in wonder as the wings stretched across more of Aleich than before.

Nathan remained locked onto Fyre. She smiled wanly, then looked away.

When she turned back, the old Fyre returned. Her red eyes blazed with righteousness and a terrifying level of sincerity. Her wings fluttered.

Then she stepped back. Nathan’s hand fell off her shoulder.

“Believers. Faithful. Warriors,” she preached. “Bastion Leopold Tyrim gave his life in defense of the grandest of goals—the defense of Omria’s Empire, and the protection of our future. We have repelled the faithless and the deceivers from her throne in Aleich, but we are not finished yet. You have fought as Bastion Leopold did, but Omria must ask more of you.”

“She doesn’t need to ask,” one of the civilians shouted.

The knights and soldiers nodded grimly, spellbound by Fyre.

“Aleich must be restored. Those who doubted us must see that Omria stands strong for her people,” she continued. “Spare those who realize their folly and surrender. But go forth and aid Bastion Nathan and Emperor Gorthal in their holy work. Bring order to chaos.”

The wings above them let out another burst of light and the crowd responded with religious fervor. The angry mobs stopped. Fyre’s words, even if they were lies, redirected their ire.

Swiftly, the officers and Narime took command of the situation. They began to rescue the injured, corral the prisoners, and send out more soldiers into the rest of the city.

Fyre walked back into the palace, many knights and civilians following her.

This time, Nathan let her be. A handful of Royal Knights stood nearby, but gave him and Mae the room to talk.

Mae ran a hand over Leopold’s face. Sorrow engraved itself onto her expression.

“Do you have any idea if Tharban is in the city?” Nathan asked. “And what about Leopold’s other Champions?”

“Inside the palace,” Mae answered. She looked up at Nathan, eyes still closed. “As for Tharban, I’m afraid I can’t be of much help. I wager he’s returned to Straub, but…”

“Do you want to come with me?” Nathan asked quietly.

Mae shook her head. “My path ends here. Leopold’s protection is what kept me safe since I escaped and joined him on Kurai.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. I’ll offer you the same protection,” Nathan said.

Mae opened her eyes. A magical pressure immediately slammed into Nathan, attempting to constrain his magical energy. Compared to the Hound’s curse, it was nothing, however.

“Really?” she asked. “Because I doubt that you understand the true danger I pose.”

Nathan met her gaze.

Mae had no pupils or irises. In their place, the image of a golden tower was imprinted on her cornea.

“Are you the Spymaster?” Nathan asked.

A hint of a smile crossed Mae’s face but she shook her head. “Unfortunately, my eyes do not see. But it seems you know more than I expected.”

“I know about the Inquisition’s experiments,” he said flatly. “Divine eyes are one of their oldest projects. I’ve only seen them on beastkin before.”

“I am one of the oldest test subjects, and was deployed to Kurai in a panic,” Mae said. “There, I met Leopold, and he became my life’s love and my reason for existence.”

“I’m sorry,” Nathan said.

“I know, but you shouldn’t be. You should know that Leopold cared dearly for you. At first you were a political gamble, but you became more than that. He never had a child, or even many friends beyond the Emperor. You became the protégé he never had. Nothing could have made him happier, and therefore me happier,” she said.

To Nathan, words were cheap. Even so, Mae’s healed him.

But he knew deep down that this was due to his mistake. For the second time in his life, one of his friends had died to achieve something that he couldn’t at the time.

Nothing more was said between him and Mae. Several of Leopold’s surviving Champions walked out from the palace, badly wounded. They helped carry him inside, escorted by an honor guard of Royal Knights.

Nathan remained where he was. Ciana and Narime wrapped their arms around his. Sunstorm and Nurevia didn’t know what to say.

“Should I tell the others?” Sunstorm asked.

“Yes. Sen never signaled us and I can feel their gems still, so the battle is likely over. Go find out what’s happening and let them know. Once things have calmed down, they’re to return to the palace,” Nathan said.

The assassin nodded before teleporting away.

“You’re going after Tharban, aren’t you?” Narime asked.

“Yes.”

“Now?”

Nathan let out a bark of laughter. “If I could, I would. No, that’s wrong.” He shook his head. “Right now, I’m needed here. Alice will need support. His Majesty is vulnerable and has lost his oldest friend. The civil war is on its fulcrum—if I rush off to kill Tharban, I’m surrendering my agency at the most pivotal time. Leopold made the right tactical decision to defend the palace, and I’ll respect him by making the right strategic one now.”

“Good. Because I think you need to rest,” Narime said. “We all do.”

He let them lead him back into the palace.

The grand hall was untouched. To Nathan, it looked almost surreal.

Outside was a scene of death and destruction. Smoke choked the air above Aleich while the citizenry battled a rebel insurgency. A field battle had just claimed the lives of hundreds, or even thousands, of soldiers from the Empire.

Yet the interior of the Imperial Palace was a scene of pristine beauty, as always.

For a moment, Nathan felt reminded of Falmir’s royalty and how untouchable they had been.

Then his eyes fell on the weary and bloodied knights protecting the building. Medics patrolled the upper floors of the hall, tending to the wounded, who continued to flood in as fast as they could be carried. Dozens of Royal Knights with grim faces, and often injuries, held defensive lines at both the front and rear of the hall.

An officer broke formation when he saw Nathan. Against protocol, he unclipped his visor and raised it. The Royal Knights never showed their faces, given the danger they were in and the likelihood of blackmail or extortion.

“You should leave your helmet on,” Nathan said gently.

“I don’t know if it matters right now, sir,” the officer said as he slapped his breastplate in a salute. “I wear this for the safety of my family. Right now, I wouldn’t say that they’re very safe. The people protecting them aren’t hiding their identities. Many of them aren’t even trained.”

Nathan nodded. The look in the man’s eyes matched that of countless soldiers he had met during the collapses of other nations. A weary resignation that their world was changing and all they could do was fight. But he retained fire in his eyes, unlike the broken gazes of the soldiers who fought to evacuate their people back then.

“Is it over?” the officer asked, looking at the assembled Champions behind Nathan.

“Almost.”

Relief rippled across the knights in the hall. Even if they weren’t beastkin with enhanced sensory perception, their enchanted armor granted them superior hearing. Every knight in the hall was eavesdropping on this conversation.

“The field battle has been won, and the enemy Bastions have retreated. We’ve repelled the assault on the palace. The Crimson Warhound has fled, although driving him away bore a heavy cost,” Nathan said.

He saw the nearby knights clench their weapons tighter at confirmation that Tharban had been responsible for Leopold’s death.

“What’s left, then?” the officer asked.

“Cleanup. The city is still ablaze. Many of the traitors won’t realize that they’ve been abandoned by their ringleaders,” Nathan said. “We’ll need to clear out the city block-by-block, given how deeply their agents dug in. Winter will be a busy time.”

“We’ll be up for it, sir.” The officer saluted, then stepped away.

“Did the Hound come through here?” Nathan asked, before the knight left.

“He did not. There’s been no sign of Bastion Maylis’s soldiers or Champions.” A frown. “Should there have been?”

“Maybe. The Spymaster should know.”

“Let us know if he doesn’t. Many of us still have friends in the castle.”

Nathan dismissed the Royal Knight, then left the hall. Astra still hadn’t caught up, and there was no sign of Sunstorm yet. It was unlikely that something important had happened, or else she would have notified him.

Most likely there was mop up to be had. Sunstorm needed some stress relief. Her collection of heads hadn’t grown in this battle, as she had been laser-focused on aiding Nathan.

Once again, he found Alice in the throne room. She was entirely alone. The knights protecting her remained outside, although he doubted they had left her until news of victory reached them.

Her figure doubled over in the throne, her face in her hands. Aside from her quiet sobs, the room was deathly quiet.

She looked so small right now, even compared to the smaller throne she sat in. The glittering edges of metal took on an almost malevolent appearance as they hung over her.

With a look, Nathan ordered his Champions to remain behind. Only Ciana disobeyed. Her expression dared him to try to stop her.

It was the closest she had come to looking like the Ciana he knew from his world.

Nathan pushed that thought away and approached Alice. She didn’t hear his footsteps, which echoed like thunder off the stone walls.

“Alice,” he murmured as he slid his arm around her shoulders.

She looked up at him. Tears streamed down her face. Automatically, Nathan brushed at them with a finger.

“Nathan, I—” she cut herself off with a sob, her entire body shuddering with the effort.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m here.”

“I’m sorry.” Her expression collapsed, and he pulled her into a hug.

Her head pressed against his chest, muffling her sniffles and sobs. He rubbed circles into her back. Almost a minute passed, and her arms continued to hold him against her.

Realizing this was deeply uncomfortable, Nathan shifted position. Alice barely had time to be confused before he scooped her up from the throne. A squeal escaped her.

He took her seat on the throne and cradled her in his lap. His arms wrapped around her, and she nestled herself against him. Her eyes closed, but she remained well aware as she cried out her loss.

Given this was the Emperor’s throne, Nathan probably shouldn’t sit in it. Ciana managed to find the sight amusing, a broken smile crossing her expression.

He imagined that the Emperor would forgive him for sitting in the throne, given Nathan was comforting Alice.

Several long minutes passed. Nathan continued to rub at Alice’s back, but she had fallen nearly silent.

Slowly, she pulled her face free from his chest. When he brushed away the streaks on her face, they didn’t reappear. Alice held his hand to her face before he pulled it away. No smile appeared, however.

“My last words to him were about Omria,” Alice said. “And telling him off for being pessimistic about the battle. Then we—” She broke off her sentence, unwilling to finish it. “I feel like an idiot. How can I be ready to become Empress, if I couldn’t even face Leopold and tell him how much he meant to me, before a battle this dangerous?”

“We don’t always get to say goodbye,” Nathan said. “Before he returned to protect the palace, his last words were that he’d meet me on the palace steps. He nearly got it right.” He let out an empty chuckle. “You’re not stupid for being positive. Leopold didn’t let fatalism get to him. You shouldn’t either.”

“Do you tell yourself that?” Alice mumbled.

“No, but others have.”

She smiled this time, albeit faintly.

“You’ve been my rock since we met,” Alice said. “Your experience and support is the only thing that keeps me going some days. But what about you, Nathan? How do you feel? Doesn’t it hurt?”

“It does,” he said. “So long as I remember those who died, it never stops. And the worst thing I could do is forget them.”

“Shouldn’t I be comforting you?” Alice asked, her expression distraught once more.

“You are. Just by being here.”

She leaned against him again, her gaze distant.

Then a sniffle interrupted them. Ciana looked away, but Nathan saw the tears on her face.

Alice’s eyes widened. “Oh, Ciana! I didn’t… Come here.”

Immediately, the princess rose and crossed the hall. Ciana tried to push Alice away, but her efforts failed. She was dragged over to Nathan.

Ciana’s horse ears drooped down the sides of her head and she refused to look at him. Alice gestured for him to pull the unicorn into his lap.

He did exactly that. “Aren’t you supposed to be my big, invulnerable bodyguard, Ciana?”

She giggled, but the sound was mangled by the sob that wracked her body. Ciana latched onto him, and the next several minutes passed in near silence. Unlike Alice, his unicorn knight fought against letting it all out.

Standing next to him, Alice laced her fingers through his messy black hair.

“Do the others know?” she asked.

“They should. There’s still a battle raging. I’ll debrief them once they return to the palace,” Nathan said. “There’ll be work to do for weeks. To say nothing of the Nationalists who escaped. We—”

Alice placed a finger on his lips. “Not now. I realize now that you escape through work. That can’t be healthy.”

He shrugged.

“When the world died, there was never a time to grieve,” he said. “If a nation collapsed, there was always battle on the horizon. When Champions died, the battle didn’t stop. Even at the end of it all, if I stopped to face what happened, all it would do is prevent me from making the necessary decisions.”

If Nathan had been unwilling to detonate his binding stone, Kadria never would have brought him here.

“Doumahr isn’t ending, Nathan,” Alice said gently. “Slow down for at least one night. Others can continue the fight. Grieve.”

He sighed, but didn’t resist. Even so, his mind churned as they waited.

Slowly, his other Champions arrived. Narime and Nurevia entered when Sunstorm returned. Fei and Astra drifted in. After some time, Sen and Seraph filed in with grim faces.

His catgirl hurled herself into Nathan’s lap. This time, Ciana and Fei didn’t fight over him. Both accepted his comfort, while he made idle chatter with his Champions. Seraph informed him of their crushing victory outside the city.

Most of them knew loss well. Seraph and Narime had lost their nation, friends, and families as adults. Sunstorm’s parents had died in the fall of Kurai, to say nothing of how many friends she likely lost in her younger years in the Federation. Astra had seen generation after generation of the world and her kin pass before her.

There was one man who wasn’t here, however. Someone whose throne Nathan was occupying.

“I want to talk with Emperor Gorthal,” he said.

Alice nodded. “Grandpa would like that, I think. I was with him when the knights told us about Leopold.” She closed her eyes. “I’ll come with you.”

Hard as it must be for her, Alice joined Nathan as he entered the Emperor’s suite. The Royal Knights standing guard had grim faces, but they saluted. Nathan’s crest remained intact on their arms.

The Emperor sat outside in a large courtyard. Heaters glowed around him, protecting him from the chill in the air. Knights stood at attention in every corner, and barriers and wards emanated magical power.

Nathan felt a keen sense of déjà vu. But this time, there was no food. Instead of coffee, the Emperor drank brandy. The bottle looked old. Potentially as old or older than the Emperor himself.

“Nathan, Alice, join me,” he said.

“Your Majesty—” Nathan began to say.

“No,” the Emperor said, his voice suddenly sharp. “Call me Gorthal. I mean it. Aleich has burned in the flames of civil war. My oldest, truest friend is dead. Whether I wear the crown or not, I won’t accept an empty title spoken by those who fought where I couldn’t.”

Once again, Nathan was struck by the difference between the man in front of him, and the arrogant, secretive king of Falmir.

When the coup had come for Falmir and the king slain, had he accepted his failure like this? Or had he refused to accept his humanity?

Nathan took a seat beside Gorthal and Alice joined him. Fei and Ciana trailed them, but they stood guard nearby.

Or Ciana did. She shot a foul look at Fei when the catgirl took a seat on a sofa.

“Go ahead,” Gorthal said with a laugh. “I’d tell the knights to sit as well, but I don’t need to see their faces to know that they’ll ignore me.”

He poured additional cups of brandy, although less generously for Alice. She rolled her eyes and a smile graced her lips.

“I’m old enough to drink as much as I want, Grandpa,” she said.

“And I’m still your grandfather, even once you become Empress,” Gorthal said.

They sipped at their drinks, silent for a few moments.

“Grandpa—”

“It’s done?” Gorthal suddenly asked Nathan. “Or is there still more fighting?”

“Tharban escaped, as did most Bastions. The nobles responsible were unwilling to negotiate in good faith before the battle. We’ll see if they change their minds.” Nathan shrugged. “But it’s done. Our victory here is nearly absolute. Once Milgar swoops in, the Nationalists will be on the defensive.”

“Then all that remains are the formalities,” Gorthal said. He gestured to a corner of the room. “You should take my crown for safekeeping. Even before the coronations, you might need it for effect. But I know that my days claiming to represent the Anfang Empire are done.”

“You don’t mean that, do you, Grandpa?” Alice asked.

“I’m not going to fall asleep and never wake up, Alice. My greatest joy will be seeing you take the throne, coronated by a prophet of Omria herself.” Gorthal smiled as he looked at Alice. “I wish Leo could see it as well. But he knew, as I do, that the Empire is in safe hands. We can entrust the future to you, whatever mistakes we made to get here.”

“Are you sure they were mistakes?” Nathan asked.

Gorthal met his gaze, a placid look in his eyes. “If they weren’t, then we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“Do you think the beastkin agree? The ones out there fighting to protect a future you granted them forty years ago?” Nathan asked. “Sometimes the right decisions come with costs. I think Leopold knew that, right up until the end.”

“He did. I’ve often mused about the idea that I might make the right choice at every turn, but still fail. It felt like an offense against Omria to believe that the world could collapse no matter my actions. Didn’t that mean that there always was a better option?” Gorthal heaved a sigh. “Don’t pay attention to my ramblings, Alice. We always moved forward. Only now that we can burden the two of you with our duties did we begin to look inward.”

Nathan felt reminded of his discussion with Torneus on the day he was captured. Had the same occurred to that old mastermind? Torneus had felt that Nathan could do what he could not and accepted his fate.

“Do you regret anything?” Nathan asked, remembering his question to Torneus. “If you could change anything—”

“Certainly. But I don’t know if I would change the past. Whatever decision I change, there will be a cost. I said that I will leave this world by the grace of Omria. That means accepting my life and everything I achieved, or failed to achieve.” Gorthal raised his glass. “I know that Leo felt the same way. Too many nights were spent just like this.”

The next hour passed slowly. Seraph passed on reports from the rest of the city, and Nathan handled them between chatting with Gorthal and Alice.

Eventually, Gorthal’s healer chased them out as the sun began to set. He bid them good night. Alice and the healer helped him back to his bed.

But when Nathan left, Alice chased after him.

“You’re not staying by his side?” he asked.

“I told you to slow down. The only way that will happen is if I physically sit on you, so I’m not leaving you alone.” She smiled up at him. “I’ll visit Grandpa in the morning. Tonight, I have you all to myself.”

Nathan doubted that had anything sexual behind it. The wounds of the day were too fresh. But he wrapped his arms around Alice and accepted her hug.

Footsteps echoed down the hall. Ciana and Fei cut off an approaching Royal Knight. He wore the slimmer uniform of the elite unit.

“Lord Nathan, the Spymaster has received important information that you must know,” the knight said.

Saluting with one arm, he held out a small silver badge bearing the Spymaster’s mark. Nathan confirmed it was genuine, then asked the knight to proceed.

“A coup has taken place in Falmir. It appears to have been timed and planned to align with the battle here, as the royal family and armies would be distracted while monitoring the capital,” the knight explained. “Most of the royal family is dead, and we understand that Falmir’s capital, Fertheim, is in the middle of heavy fighting.”


Chapter 29


Vala



The doors to the chamber shook, sending columns of dust spiraling down from above. A half-dozen royal guards pressed their bodies against the thirty-foot-high stone structure, as if their measly weight could keep it shut. Shouts and yells slipped through the cracks in the door, if only barely.

Another boom echoed throughout the room as the rebels rammed the door. It held fast. The magic enchanting it was so old that not even Gareth knew anything about it. There were no visible signs of runes or other protections, but Vala always felt magic exude from the walls and doors of Falmir’s royal palace. The building dated back to the time of Omria herself, but its origins were shrouded in mystery.

“Bastion Gareth, is there some sort of escape passage? Why did you bring us here?” a royal guard asked. She was Prince Maxwell’s bodyguard and hovered by the young boy’s side.

Prince Maxwell stood in the center of the room, deathly pale and silent. His short, curly blonde hair made him look almost cherubic. He hadn’t said a word since Gareth and Vala had saved him from a band of rebels.

Vala didn’t need to be a genius to guess why Maxwell wasn’t saying anything. She had been training in the courtyard when the rebel attack started, causing her to miss the worst of it. Dozens of armed knights had swarmed the training yard. By that point, most of the castle had been overrun. She’d stumbled upon Gareth’s Champion, Erica, and then helped Maxwell. There had been no sign of the rest of the royal family.

Fewer than a dozen people crowded the small chamber they stood in. Vala was separated from her Bastion, Oliver. Gareth only had two of his Champions with him, Erica and a steely eyed diamond duogem named Beth. Beth was decked out in heavy armor and a shield as large as she was—which wasn’t saying much, given she looked under five foot.

“I brought us here because the wards on the room are some of the strongest in the palace. The storage containers here also contain plenty of magical catalysts, which I can use in a pinch,” Gareth explained. At first blush, he appeared unfazed by the attack on the palace.

After the past couple of years alongside him, Vala knew better. Small signs gave away the tension in the older Bastion. He squared his jaw when not talking. His fingers drummed against his sides constantly. Most tellingly, he stood up straight, causing him to absolutely tower over everyone else in the room, compared to the way he usually slouched.

“But if we had fled to a room with a secret escape tunnel—” the bodyguard began to say.

“No,” Maxwell suddenly said, his voice wavering as he fixed Gareth with his gaze. “The rebels came out of the inner section of the palace. They bypassed the outer walls and the royal guard. I can only imagine one way they pulled that off…”

“They used the escape tunnels,” Gareth said.

Maxwell nodded, then closed his eyes.

“What?” Vala asked, bewildered. “Only the royal family can access those. Doesn’t that mean—” She cut herself off, suddenly realizing why Gareth had locked them into a tiny room in the palace.

Somebody in the royal family was involved in the coup.

Vala’s mind immediately concluded that it was Charlotte. She dismissed the idea.

“What could a member of the royal family gain from supporting rebels who want to bring down the monarchy?” she asked. “It would be a death wish.”

“We don’t gain anything from speculating why,” Gareth said. “Right now, we need to make decisions that maximize our chance of survival, followed by those that allow us to repel the intruders. We can unravel how this happened once we survive. Knowing how we died isn’t very important, given we’ll be dead.”

Gareth was truly a bastion of optimism right now.

“If we’re trapped inside a room, how do we survive?” the bodyguard asked.

“Right now, by not dying,” Gareth drawled.

Vala rolled her eyes. She noticed that Erica and Beth did the same.

“What happens if they breach the door, Gareth?” Vala asked. “My gem is still active, but every second we waste is a moment you might lose my strength.”

Even if it doesn’t count for much, she thought. As an inexperienced monogem, she was the least useful Champion here. But with only four truly powerful fighters here, that still made her useful for once.

“The fact your gem is still active is what gives me hope,” Gareth said. “Her Highness keeps Oliver around like a puppy. If he’s still alive, that means she is. And no offense, but if Her Highness has kept herself safe during this mess, it’s not due to the immense power of your darling Bastion.”

“No offense taken,” Vala said. “He’s still pissed about the beating he took from the Crimson Warhound.”

Gareth cracked a smile.

Prince Maxwell cleared his throat, then shifted nervously when all eyes turned toward him. “You’re suggesting that we wait for my sister’s aid, Bastion Gareth?”

“That’s one possibility. We also might—”

Whatever Gareth was about to suggest was lost as a booming wave of sound split the air. The stonework of the palace rumbled. Storage containers rattled free and crashed to the ground, spilling their valuable contents everywhere. The room’s inhabitants slapped their hands over their ears.

Vala winced as the sound seemed to drill into her mind, bypassing her ears and skull. She couldn’t make out any distinguishable noise or words. Rather, she felt the sound more than heard it. Almost as if somebody had carved her head open and screamed unintelligibly an inch away from her naked brain, possibly using magic to enhance the volume of their voice.

The royal guards fell to their knees, their eyes turning bloodshot from pain. Prince Maxwell began to cry.

Then, just as suddenly as it arrived, the sound vanished. With it went the pain.

Instinctively, Vala reached for the power of her amethyst gem. Raw, unyielding strength flooded her body. She sighed in relief.

Oliver remained alive. While she didn’t like the dumb bastard that much, he was still her Bastion. She owed him her duty and much more besides. Before she became a Champion, she had been a mere country bumpkin, destined for a life plowing fields. Many Bastions had turned their noses up at her because of her appearance. Most men didn’t appreciate a woman who looked like she could snap them like a twig or crush their skull between her thighs.

“What in the name of Omria was that?” Beth gasped out. She helped Gareth to his feet and ran her hands over his head.

He batted her hands away, but he looked worse for wear compared to the rest of them. One of his eyes appeared to have popped a blood vessel and he looked in horrendous shape.

“Can you heal that?” Vala asked him.

“Eventually,” he grunted out. “I’m not the best at regeneration. If there’s one thing I could learn from Oliver, it’s that.”

True. Oliver knew how to take a beating and shrug it off using his Bastion magic.

Suddenly, Gareth gestured for quiet. The chamber had grown noisy as the royal guards checked on each other and began to panic.

“Silence!” Beth shouted, her voice like the crack of a whip.

The royal guards shut up.

Gareth held his hand up for nearly thirty seconds.

“Hear that?” he asked.

“No,” Vala said. “Where the hell are the rebels who were trying to murder us?”

“Panicking?” Beth suggested.

“No,” Gareth said. “Although faint, we could hear them before. Now, nothing.”

“Are you suggesting we check?” Beth asked. She hefted her shield and her diamonds gleamed.

“Prince Maxwell is here. We cannot put him in danger,” the Prince’s bodyguard protested.

“No. Bastion Gareth is right. If we have an opening, we must take it,” Maxwell said. “You have command, Lord Bastion.”

“I haven’t heard that for a while,” Gareth said, causing Maxwell to wince.

Gareth had history with Falmir’s royal family. Vala had never pried, but the wry, old Bastion had brought it up enough that it was impossible not to notice. Until Princess Charlotte had brought him under her, Gareth had been effectively exiled despite being a powerful Bastion. He protected a tiny set of portals in the far south-west of Falmir, far from anything of importance.

To Charlotte, that made him an effective agent. Nobody wanted his land, so Gareth had several binding stones that were uncontested. His Champions were unknown to almost everyone. The royal family had effectively expunged him from history.

Or at least, that was how it was supposed to be. Gareth had been active in Kurai twenty years ago and unlike Falmir, the Empire still had a number of veterans who knew about him.

And, it seems, so did Prince Maxwell.

With a wave of his hand, Gareth dispelled the lock on the door. Vala pulled it open. The moment an opening appeared, Beth and Erica slipped through, weapons raised.

“Clear,” Beth called out. “Although this isn’t what I expected.”

Vala followed them through the door, then stared at the carnage she saw.

Dozens of men and women lay dead on the ground. Blood poured out of their ears, eyes, noses, and mouths. Even their clothes appeared soiled with blood. Vala felt something rise in her throat when she realized where that blood had come from.

“Holy shit,” she gasped out, then turned away.

“I had wondered,” Gareth muttered. “That wave of energy felt like it was… testing me. For a moment, I thought I failed. Evidently I’m not a rebel in its eyes.”

“What sort of magic could do this?” Beth asked.

Gareth remained silent for several long seconds.

“Ascended magic,” he said. “The sort used by Messengers and Omria.”

“Blasphemy,” a royal guard said.

Gareth rolled his eyes but didn’t waste his time responding to the guard.

Vala, however, narrowed her eyes. “If a Messenger did this, why are we alive and the rebels dead?”

Behind them, Maxwell’s face paled. He leaned against a wall.

“I didn’t say a Messenger did it,” Gareth said. “There’s a prophet in the Empire, isn’t there? One that our dear princess has been keenly interested in. I see that Oliver’s still alive. Let’s find him.”

Nobody said anything more. They walked the halls of the palace for several minutes in silence. As they did so, more royal guards and servants joined them, appearing as stunned as they were.

All that remained of the rebels were corpses. Every single one had died in the same way as those besieging the room Vala and the others had been inside. Their bodies had basically exploded from the inside, expelling blood from every orifice.

In a dark mood, Vala wondered what poor bastards would have to clean this mess up.

Eventually, they reached the throne room. Maxwell threw up when they entered it.

The bodies of the king, queen, and elder prince were impaled on spears in front of the throne. Their severed heads had been piled together on the throne itself. Dozens of royal guards and advisors had been stacked up like refuse along the side of the room.

But the disaster only worsened. The corpses of countless rebels littered the throne room. Vala couldn’t imagine what they had been doing, but it didn’t matter. They were all dead, yet still managed to defile the palace in death.

Princess Charlotte stood in front of the throne, wearing an elegant figure-hugging black dress. Somehow, Vala found the princess’s appearance inappropriate in the situation. She realized it was how pristine Charlotte appeared, as well as the absurd amount of cleavage she showed. Charlotte’s breasts were obscenely huge, and the fact they hung out in a scene of carnage and brutality infuriated Vala.

On the far side of the throne room stood Oliver, a familiar beastkin priestess of Omria, and several royal guards. They appeared to be at a loss while Charlotte stared at the severed heads of her family.

Suddenly, Charlotte raised a hand. It glowed a brilliant gold.

No, Vala realized. Charlotte’s hand didn’t glow. Her very skin seemed to shimmer a golden color, as if her hand had turned to gold. Vala squinted and saw dozens of tiny shapes swirling on Charlotte’s hand.

“Are those spell frames?” Vala whispered.

“Good eye,” Gareth said. His eyes were wide and his body seemed to shake. “I’ve never seen magic like this. It’s looks like supercharging but far more intense.”

Charlotte cast her spell. The effect took place in the blink of an eye.

The bodies of the rebels vanished in a burst of golden light. Looking at them vanish, Vala was struck by how similar this felt to the way the corpses of demons were consumed by portals. Even the blood vanished.

However, the corpses of the royal family and their defenders remained.

Charlotte turned to face Gareth, Vala, and the others. Her eyes lingered on Maxwell for a moment.

The young prince shuddered, refusing to face his sister.

“Bastion Gareth, Bastion Oliver, I would ask of you to restore the throne room to some semblance of order and to give peace to my family,” Charlotte asked. There was an odd timbre to her voice.

No, a ringing to it. Her voice seemed to ring in Vala’s ears and lingered in her mind for seconds after Charlotte finished speaking.

Without a word, Gareth, Oliver, and all the Champions pulled down the royal family and removed the bodies from the room to somewhere else. Gareth cast preservation spells on them, to ensure that their bodies wouldn’t rot before others could arrive.

Oliver appeared somewhere between completely lost and giddy. Vala couldn’t read him and didn’t want to ask. Her fellow Champion, a young wolfgirl named Eska who lacked a gem, shook her head when Vala looked at her.

By the time they returned to the throne room, Maxwell had left. More royal guards had arrived, and they kneeled along the sides of the room.

Charlotte stood in front of the throne. The blood had vanished, presumably due to another of her spells. She was in the middle of speaking to the priestess from earlier.

“I thought you were ready,” Charlotte said.

“I was. I helped the Warhound win, but the false prophet reacted differently than expected.” The priestess paused, noticing she had an audience.

Charlotte nodded, and the priestess continued, “I also hadn’t accounted for that man’s interference. If you had moved faster—”

“You never created the opening I needed. Fortunately, despite this”—Charlotte gestured to the room around her—“I remain the prophet.”

“I’m sure today’s events truly rattled you,” the priestess said drily, drawing a heated glare from Charlotte. “What about your true pet?”

Charlotte’s lips thinned into a line and her blue eyes turned to fire. Despite her visible anger, her tone remained calm. “He has been more disciplined than I expected. Even with the mirror, the opportunity has yet to arise to convince him of what is right for Doumahr.”

“I’m sure.”

“Be quiet. You are only here because I allow you to be here,” Charlotte said. “I will need your assistance to channel Omria’s power through the binding stone. Whatever happens, you need to be ready to act.”

“Of course.” The priestess bowed deeply, then fled from the room.

Vala couldn’t believe her ears.

Omria’s power? True pet? Charlotte claiming to be the prophet?

Who was Princess Charlotte? And who was that priestess? She had accompanied Charlotte recently, but Vala had suspected nothing about her.

Gareth placed a hand on Vala’s shoulder and shook his head. Then he stepped forward.

Immediately, Charlotte’s gaze locked onto him. He continued to approach her.

“Do you have something to ask, Bastion Gareth?” Charlotte asked.

The ringing in Vala’s ears intensified. It almost became painful.

Gareth paused and winced. The tendons in his arms tensed, and both of his Champions stepped forward. He waved them away, but they stood behind him anyway.

“Am I correct to assume you claim to be the prophet of Omria?” Gareth asked.

“I do not claim. I am,” Charlotte said.

“So you’re the second prophet.”

“The only true prophet. I will forgive you for your impertinence, given the immense confusion created by the horse beastkin deceiving everyone in the Empire. But you witnessed my power. Felt it. It cannot be denied. In fact, all of Doumahr will witness it shortly.” Charlotte smiled.

Vala felt a chill run down her spine at the sight of that smile. If this was the smile of Omria, then Vala didn’t want anything to do with this goddess. History spoke of a great protector, not of a cruel monster.

“And what is our role here?” Gareth asked.

“The same as always. Bastions are my warriors in the never-ending war against the demons and Messengers who seek to destroy Doumahr. Although Messengers have long been kept a secret by rulers, their existence can no longer be denied,” Charlotte said. “A new dawn arises. One in which mankind shall claim dominion over our invaders and use their weapons against them. And you, Bastion Gareth, shall be one of our leaders in that cause.”

“Me?” Gareth asked, disbelief creeping into his voice.

“I know of your secret research. Ascended magic has been on your mind for your entire life, ever since you were expelled from the palace over it,” Charlotte said.

Her words brought a dark expression to Gareth’s face.

“I want you to use that research for all of Falmir. I will grant you access to any book, catalyst, or relic you desire. All I require of you is to fulfill your duty to Omria and the Holy Kingdom of Falmir.”

“Holy Kingdom?” Vala asked.

Charlotte looked at her, and Vala regretted her words immediately.

But the princess-cum-prophet merely smiled at Vala. “Indeed. The Empire has always claimed a religious mandate over Doumahr. As the prophet, I shall transfer that mandate to Falmir. Whether I become queen or my dear brother Maxwell becomes king when he is of age is of little matter. Falmir shall be a kingdom blessed by Omria herself, destined to unite all of Doumahr and repel the invading demons once and for all.”

“For the glory of Falmir, and the light of the Watcher Omria!” Oliver shouted from beside Vala.

The royal guards repeated his words. They raised their weapons into the air and saluted with a snap of open palms.

Charlotte preened under the attention.

Whether the princess believed her own words or not, Vala didn’t care. Words meant little.

Instead, she was left with a deep sense of unease.

Somebody in the royal family had let the rebels into the tunnels into the palace. Right now, a certain somebody stood to gain the most from it. Charlotte remained uncontested as the head of Falmir’s royal family and claimed to be a prophet of Omria. She hadn’t used her power to destroy the rebels until it was too late.

Vala kept her thoughts to herself, but couldn’t help wonder what dark path Falmir was about to wander down.


Chapter 30




“Dead?” Alice repeated, her hands raising to her mouth in shock. “What about the king? Charlotte?”

“Our spies tell us that Princess Charlotte and her younger brother, Prince Maxwell, survived. The rest of the royal family is either confirmed dead or missing,” the Spymaster’s agent said.

Alice closed her eyes, her expression contorting with anguish. She likely knew the royal family personally. As would Gorthal.

Nathan’s blood ran cold in his body as he took in the news. He had expected this to happen one day, but so soon…

He didn’t know what to feel. The coup had happened a decade earlier than he expected. With the Empire in chaos, what could he have possibly done to stop this?

“Do we have any idea how strong the rebel support is?” he asked.

“So long as the royal family remains in power, the Spymaster believes the rebel nobles will be hamstrung.”

Nathan nodded. He walked toward the throne room, and the agent followed. For a moment, it looked like Alice wouldn’t, but Fei lingered by the princess for several seconds and then she caught up.

“When you say Charlotte and Maxwell are alive, be more specific,” Nathan said. “What’s their current state? If they’ve been captured, they’re as good as dead, or at least puppets.”

The agent hesitated. Either he didn’t know, or something more was happening.

They entered the throne room. As before, it bustled with activity. Narime and Astra were here, but Nathan’s other Champions were nowhere to be seen. Busy, he assumed. Or collapsing in their beds.

Fyre had returned, lingering near the throne. She watched Nathan enter but didn’t approach him. Instead, she bit her lip.

“We’ve received conflicting reports. The Spymaster is attempting to confirm them, as he does not believe they can be accurate,” the agent said.

“Tell me them.”

Hesitancy flickered across the agent’s face, but he obeyed. He lowered his voice, and said, “Some of the spies are talking about Omria herself intervening. Magic like the prophet’s being used to defend the royal family. Champions being destroyed by holy light. But if that’s true…”

All eyes turned to Fyre, who frowned in a mixture of confusion and frustration. She took a step forward. Then she hesitated and looked away, her horse ears drooping.

“Did you do something to her?” Alice asked.

“Prophet or not, Fyre’s still a person. Leopold’s death rattled her,” Nathan said.

“Oh.”

Nathan turned back to the agent, but Ciana beat him to it.

“Are they talking about a prophet? Or merely the goddess’s power?” she asked.

The agent looked at Nathan, who nodded. Then he answered Ciana, “Both. But the reports are unclear. What we do know is that the loyalists are successfully defending the heirs to the throne and Falmir’s military is responding rapidly. Their armies near the border are already marching on the capital.”

“Why aren’t they using gateways? Falmir has plenty of those, doesn’t it?” Nathan asked.

“Huge waves of magical interference knocked them out. That’s why we only received word after the coup. The wireless has been inoperable for tens of miles around Fertheim. Most of our backup communication methods need to be hidden, as they can be easily found or traced.”

“Like communication mirrors,” Nathan said.

“We don’t have the funds to give our spies those, Lord Bastion,” the agent said with a wry smile. “Do you know about relay paper?”

“Yes.” That explained the delay, and likely the conflicting reports.

Any spy would need both relay paper and magical ink to communicate. At the same time, he would need enough time to write out any reports. Given a coup was happening, Nathan doubted the spies had time to write out lengthy explanations of the disaster. And if two spies gave conflicting reports, they wouldn’t know, increasing the confusion.

“In any case, I’ll update you once the Spymaster knows more,” the agent said, clearly intending to wrap up. “We’re also investigating the Hound’s intervention in the battle. Our sources indicated that Bastion Maylis could be trusted, but…” The agent scowled. “Well, there’s not much I need to say.”

“Before you go, I have an important order for the Spymaster,” Nathan said.

This time, the agent’s hesitation appeared different. He bit his lip.

“I’m not sure I can help you. He tells me things, but it’s one-way. Very few people have a direct line to the Spymaster. I don’t know how Bastion Leopold found a way. With him gone, I don’t know who does.” The agent shrugged. “But I’ll try anyway. The Spymaster has his ways of finding things out. Maybe if you tell enough people what you want, he’ll do it anyway.”

Although the agent laughed, Nathan didn’t find it funny. His main source of intelligence was a man who holed himself up, met with nobody, and had no established means of communication.

“Well, in case he’s listening, I want to find out where the Crimson Warhound fled to,” Nathan said.

The agent’s face hardened instantly. “Ah. Whether the Spymaster orders us to or not, rest assured we are tracking him down. When we find him, you’ll be the first to know, Lord Bastion. Leopold will be avenged.”

After snapping off a salute, the agent left.

Nathan ran a hand through his hair. A soft but familiar sensation pressed against his back, and he realized Alice had hugged him from behind.

“We can’t help Charlotte, can we?” she confirmed.

“No. To be honest, this is an event we must capitalize on,” Nathan said. “With Falmir abandoning their borders and the country in chaos, we have free rein to deal with the Nationalists. Their largest supporter won’t care about them anymore. In fact, the opposite might be true. The coups were linked, and I doubt the survivors will want to support the Nationalists.”

“What about the prophet rumor?” Alice asked.

“Could there be two?” Fei asked. “Did this happen in… your experience?”

The catgirl winced at the look Ciana threw at her. Fei hadn’t been very subtle, which was dangerous right now.

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

“I don’t know, and no, to answer both questions,” Nathan said. “The closest we ever got was Trafaumh’s experiments. The more radical faction on the Regal Council believed that they could bring back the goddess. They attempted to create prophets but never succeeded.”

Ciana’s eyes widened. “The divine eyes?”

He nodded. “The most common of their experiments. I didn’t know they dated back twenty years. Their power is—”

A wave of magic cut him off. Nathan and Alice blinked in surprise, and many of the knights reacted in confusion. Fyre’s wings flared out, panicking several, and she looked around in what appeared to be a blind panic.

Fei tilted her head at him. “What do they do? You stopped speaking.”

Nathan gulped. That wave of power had been unlike anything he had ever felt in his life. It had rippled across his mind, exuding a power so great that he sensed it without even trying.

Magical senses were extremely weak when used passively. This wave of power felt like it came from impossibly far away. What little he sensed of its remnants suggested it fanned out across the magical plane for an eternity.

The wave struck his binding stones a moment later. His eyes widened as the same sensation rushed through him.

A Bastion shouted in shock, but was calmed by his Champions.

“Somebody just sent out some sort of magical wave across all of Doumahr,” he said. “Every mage, Bastion, and magical being alive will feel it. This is…”

“Her,” Astra said confidently. “It’s Omria.”

As if speaking the name summoned the power, the palace glowed. The entire structure seemed to creak. Vibrations rumbled throughout it.

“No!” Fyre screamed.

A clash of magic seemed to rupture the magical plane. In the sky above them, the golden wings cracked and began to crumble.

Nathan couldn’t sense a damn thing anymore. Even his binding stones felt weak to his senses.

Then the vibrations grew in intensity, before vanishing.

In their place came a voice, “Children of Doumahr, I speak to you on behalf of Omria. My prophet is—”

The voice vanished instantly. All sound did.

Nathan stared at an unmoving Alice beside him. Her face contorted with fear and surprise as she clung to him. Beside her, Ciana and Fei reached for their weapons.

Nobody moved in the palace. The creaking of the building stopped. High above him, the glowing golden wings ceased crumbling.

This effect was the same as Nathan’s time dilation when he dove into his binding stones or used mental magic.

But he hadn’t done either of those things. Somebody else had stopped time, and he had been dragged along for the ride.

“How? How the hell did she do this? I’m here, and it’s my palace,” Fyre snarled. Her wings fanned out to their full width and flapped with every word. “If he’d let me in, I could have stopped this. Haven’t I proven myself? Together, we could…” Her voice trailed off as she mumbled to herself.

Then she stopped and closed her eyes. Her expression slowly calmed, as if she had learned something that changed her mind.

Fyre reopened her eyes and sighed. She pulled her wings in and strode toward Nathan.

He’d love to say that he intentionally remained still in order to eavesdrop on her. In reality, he hadn’t worked out how to move in this state.

The Twins had explained that he needed to use spatial magic. He felt magic ripple off Fyre with every step she took.

Focusing on her magic rather than her actions, Nathan attempted to replicate the spell she used.

While he worked, Fyre’s fingers reached out and caressed his face. Her touch was feather light. She seemed to think he was going to shatter if she applied the slightest bit of pressure.

Maybe that was the case, actually. The Twins had mentioned something about explosions before. He had assumed they were exaggerating.

“You don’t trust me,” Fyre muttered to what she believed was Nathan’s frozen body. “I’ll give you Doumahr, my race, my body, and the souls of every woman you could ever want. All I need is your acceptance, Liberator.”

She swallowed and her cheeks flared red. Her tongue licked her lips greedily. Her fingers ran down Nathan’s chest and clasped his crotch.

No, it turned out that he didn’t explode when Fyre applied pressure. He felt her hand on his cock quite firmly.

“More than your acceptance,” she whispered. “I want you to fuck me into the bed like the others. To feel you treat me like a cheap beastkin slave as you use your monstrous cock on me.”

Fyre’s eyes widened, and she leaped away. For a moment, she looked embarrassed. Then she huffed and walked into the center of the grand hall.

Nathan had his spell ready and began to cast it. Fyre either didn’t sense it or didn’t react to it. Either way, he felt his limbs regain their freedom.

But every second burned binding stone energy. He had more than he expected to have after the battle, but this magic was still expensive. If he had fewer than four binding stones, doing this would be insanity.

“She can’t have the palace,” Fyre said to no one. “If even you don’t know how she’s slipped out, then it’s my decision. This is my world and my Nathan. Even if he won’t let me in, I’ll force the palace on him.”

“Who are you talking to?” Nathan said, inserting himself into a conversation that he only heard one half of.

Fyre spun and her wings flared out. “Nathan! How are you…” She trailed off, then smiled broadly. “Of course you can do this. What am I saying? You’re Nathan.”

Her fingers ran along her shapely legs, and Fyre stalked toward him.

“You haven’t answered my question,” he said.

To keep Fyre at bay, he began to circle her. She chased him, pouting all the while.

“If you’re here, we can do this the easy way,” Fyre said, ignoring his question again. “All you need to do is—”

“Let you in? A pair of succubi proposed that. I’m not letting you into my mind, Fyre. The only deals I make are those with the same conditions that the Twins got,” he said.

The horsegirl froze. Her ears twitched excitedly atop her head, before she grinned.

“So you do forgive me,” she said. “I said it before, Nathan. I’m doing this for you. Once I can, I’ll become nothing more than another of your Champions. So, please, trust me. At least a little?”

Her eyes searched his. When he met her gaze, he saw Fyre in her eyes.

Despite everything, she still appeared to be the same horse beastkin he had hired to protect Anna years ago. If she was the prophet back then, biding her time, that arguably meant nothing.

But to Nathan, it confirmed that the woman he was dealing with remained unchanged. Fyre was still the obsessive, horny horsegirl who threw jealous looks at the other Champions.

Not that he trusted her. Everything about her set off alarm bells in his mind. But he had been bitten hard so far by being cautious. Like when he tamed the Twins, perhaps it was time to take a risk.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” he said. “It’s hard to trust you when everything you say sounds like a lie. I doubt you sincerely believe in the goddess. Your personality changes when you’re near me compared to in public. And if you’re the prophet, what the hell is this?”

Nathan gestured to the surrounding palace, then to the crumbling wings above them.

Fyre grimaced. “Things aren’t going to plan. But I haven’t lied to you. If I could, I’d tell you everything, but—”

“Can you tell me who you’re speaking with?” he asked.

She hesitated. “I can say that it’s not Omria.”

“Really? Then whose power are you using.”

“Omria’s.”

Nathan nearly tore his hair out. She winced at his expression of frustration.

“It is,” Fyre insisted. “I thought you understood! You told me that the prophet was whoever people believed in. That’s true. What everyone doesn’t understand is that Omria and the prophet are the same person—or will be.”

“Will be?”

“If a day came where I suddenly claimed to no longer be the prophet, but Omria herself, reborn in the flesh, who could doubt me?” Fyre said, puffing out her chest in pride. “I have her power. Her followers. Her belief. Everything I’ve done matches up with how she intervenes here. I am the prophet of the beastkin, the chosen of the next cycle.”

Nathan’s blood ran cold, but his mind pieced together what he heard.

Before the Empire, Omria had supported the First Peoples—now known as the faeries. One day, she disappeared, bringing about the slow collapse of the race she once adored. Then she returned to support humanity.

Some had theorized that Omria left a race when they failed her.

What if a new cycle involved a new race? If Fyre’s words were correct, that meant the beastkin. Although given Fyre had implied she knew about different worlds, that also meant she knew Nathan wasn’t from here.

“Is this like with the faeries, then?” he asked carefully.

Fyre froze. Then she gestured wildly at him.

“You don’t have anything to worry about, Liberator. I… I’m doing this for you. If we work together, we can rewrite the future,” she said.

“Together?” he asked.

Nathan stepped up to Fyre, ending their little chase. Her wings fluttered and she blushed. Her lips pursed, as if hoping he would lean down and claim them.

“There hasn’t been a together so far, Fyre,” he said, ending her little dream. “You’ve done this without talking to me or involving me at all. I’ve been forced to react and work with your results. But I’ve done it because you’re useful to me, and your actions have been as well. But that’s not working together. The moment you stop being useful, I will crush you.”

Fyre licked her lips. “Will you use me like a cheap beastkin slave when you do?”

“You sound like you’d enjoy that, so no.”

Pouting, Fyre crossed her arms. “But from now on—”

“If you can’t tell me who you’re talking to, why you’re doing this, and what’s happening, then I can’t trust you,” Nathan said. He stepped backward, and she didn’t follow him this time. “You seem to need my help for something. That’s my price. Tell me everything.”

She hesitated. “I don’t have permission to—”

“Then get it. Or if you truly control the goddess’s power, use it.”

Fyre shook her head. “You already know that I’m possessed. Both of us are reliant on the other. I need her knowledge and access to Omria’s power. She needs me for everything else, because only I can be the prophet.”

“And whoever you’re possessed by refuses to let you tell me more?” he asked.

“She thinks you’ll try to stop us. I disagree.”

“Well, the deal is what it is. If you can’t promise to tell me everything, I won’t help you. Like I said before, if you become a hindrance, I’ll crush you.” He paused, then added, “And I won’t fuck you in the process.”

“You can fuck me now,” Fyre purred.

“If that’s what I wanted, then I could have done it years ago. But I’ve sensed your possession since I took control of your gems,” he said.

Fyre stared at him. “You did?”

He nodded.

“Wow. That explains a lot,” Fyre said, then grinned. “Fine. I’ll make the deal. But I can’t tell you now.”

Exasperated, Nathan turned away. Fyre fluttered in front of him.

“We literally can’t,” she added hastily. “My power needs to stabilize. That’s why we need the palace. It’s a genuine extension of Omria, a piece of her raw power on Doumahr. Through your connection to my mind, I can take true control of it. But you need to claim it as a Bastion. If you let me in, then I can just give it to you.”

“Not happening,” Nathan said flatly. “What can you offer me that makes me believe you’ll tell me everything after I help you?”

“I promise to allow you to crush me utterly if I refuse,” Fyre said, staring into his eyes. “I’m yours. If I can’t be, then it doesn’t matter.”

Her body twitched after she made the promise, and her red eyes seemed to contort in shape somewhat. For a moment, Nathan swore he saw someone very familiar in them.

“I assume that I can’t cement the deal with mental magic,” he said drily.

Fyre shook her head. “My resistances are too high, even for you. You can’t truly claim me like the Twins. I wish you could, but…” She bit her lip. “Once you have the palace, it will be almost the same thing. My power will be in your hands. Omria will be in your hands.” Fyre licked her lips.

Nathan wasn’t sure he comprehended what Fyre claimed her power was.

But right now, the smartest move was to deny this new entity their use of the palace.

Besides, he couldn’t even help Fyre right now.

“Deal,” Nathan said. “But you know that Alice will need to grant me the power, and to do that, she must be Empress.”

“I can work with that,” Fyre said. “Although watching you fuck another woman before you rail me will drive me nuts.”

“Focus,” he said.

“I am. Despite that, I still need you to work with me. To lock the false prophet out, I need you to lend me your connection to the binding stones,” Fyre said. “We already have tethers, but you cut me off. All I need is the power. Please?”

“Done.” He reached into his mental world and let the flow of power return to Fyre, although he carefully tweaked his mental wards to keep her out.

Her mental pressure against his mind didn’t let up. If he gave her the opportunity, she’d be inside him.

Presumably, he’d then be inside her.

Fyre sighed, ecstasy oozing from her. “I’ve missed this. Can you top up my gems, Nathan?” Her tone turned plaintive.

Cautiously, he reached out to her mind and injected the power directly into the gems. The false facade she protected her mind with remained intact, but she didn’t attack him.

Fyre’s eyes widened as her garnets glowed and her tail swished back and forth in a blur. A moan leaked out of her lips and Nathan swore he smelled her pleasure.

Then she recomposed herself. “I’m only for you, Nathan. Please remember that.”

“Is that all you needed?” He paused, then added, “For now?”

Fyre nodded. “With this, I can already feel my influence over the palace being restored. The false prophet is too far away. Even though she has more of Omria’s power, I have a stronger connection to Doumahr. As I said before, the two are linked.”

“False prophet?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “You won’t like who it is…”

“Tell me.”

“Princess Charlotte is trying to claim the power of Omria,” Fyre said.
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Nathan wondered when today was going to end. He’d had enough world-shattering events to last him for the next year, and he hadn’t even eaten dinner yet.

“Charlotte’s not the prophet,” he said flatly.

“I’m glad we agree,” Fyre replied with a smirk.

“That’s not what I mean. I know her. And the princess I met in Gharrick Pass couldn’t be a prophet, either.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If she is a prophet, doesn’t that break the cycle of changing races?”

“That’s why I don’t understand. It shouldn’t be possible, according to what I was told.”

So, no answer.

“How do you know it’s her?” he asked. “You seemed surprised that this happened. Is this her work? I don’t recognize the voice.”

Fyre nodded. “Charlotte is using Omria’s voice. I’ve avoided doing that, because I don’t want people to associate another voice with the power. It’s mine.”

“Answer the question.”

Pouting, Fyre did a twirl. Her wings fluttered daintily above her head in the process.

“I thought you would trust me more now,” she said. “The truth is…”

Fyre looked away. Nathan said nothing, a talent he was becoming better at.

“We’ve been fighting over this power since the civil war broke out. That’s why I’ve focused on the palace. Once it’s mine, then I am the true prophet,” she said.

“No. You’ll become the true prophet by convincing others of your legitimacy,” Nathan said. “That’s taken a hit now.”

“If you believe me—”

“My opinion doesn’t matter. We’ve both said it now—you’re the prophet if people think you are. The Empire can be convinced through your current position, especially if you crown Alice and begin appearing at the Diet like the goddess once did,” he said. “Falmir is likely lost to us. They’ll support their own prophet, especially after a coup.”

“A coup?” Fyre asked, confused.

“You weren’t listening in on the report?”

Her face reddened from embarrassment and she turned her back on Nathan. “I… was preoccupied.”

For a moment, Nathan wanted to comfort her. He saw the hurt that flashed on her face.

Why had Leopold’s death shaken her so much? She barely knew him.

“The coup has slain most of the royal family, but that will only galvanize support for the survivors. Falmir has always had a powerful anti-royalty movement, but lacked the support to remove a popular king. Part of the reason is that the movement is split between those who want a true republic, like in the Spires or Arcadia where the rulers are elected by the people, and those who prefer the Empire’s system, where only the ‘right people’ have power,” he said.

“Is that any different from having a king?” Fyre remarked darkly.

Nathan eyed her for several seconds.

“Do you support Alice?” he asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Because this entire civil war makes her closer to a queen than an elected empress,” Nathan said.

Fyre stared at him. Her wings shrouded her body for a moment while she pouted.

“But she’s yours. The beastkin chose you,” Fyre said. “If we could elect her, then we would. We’re not fighting because the Diet didn’t choose Alice. We’re fighting because you didn’t allow us to choose her. That’s different.”

Was it?

Fyre’s words caused Nathan to question himself, as well as the expectations of the beastkin supporting him.

What did they want or expect from this? Fyre’s speeches promised them their own Empire, but from what he saw on the streets of Aleich, even those who didn’t believe in the prophet still fought for their home.

“I think this is a discussion for later,” Nathan said after some thought. “There will be a constitution to rewrite, countless nobles to replace, and even more laws to create to reflect that.”

Fyre made a face. “Why does that matter to me?”

“Because if you want to take the goddess’s place in the Empire, that means you’ll become a powerful political figure. You don’t just crown Alice and spend the rest of your days lounging around,” he said.

“I didn’t plan to lounge around.” A wicked smile crossed her lips. “Although spending the rest of my time in your bed is different.”

He sighed.

Whether Charlotte truly was a prophet didn’t matter. Nathan had hitched his wagon to Kadria and the Empire.

What Fyre offered was political power, religious influence, and a subservient follower wrapped up in one. All combined, she granted him the opportunity to greatly increase his ability to protect Doumahr.

By contrast, Falmir was the source of the instability. Their fingers were in every pie. They sowed chaos wherever they went. From the war with the Federation, to the cascade and civil war in the Spires, to the Nationalists in the Empire.

Nathan’s years here had awakened him to how foolish his life in Falmir had been. Perhaps he understood Gareth’s jaded attitude toward their homeland.

However, this assumed that Fyre was trustworthy. Nathan needed to confirm that.

“If you’re happy, then we’re done here. Once we’re back, I’ll need the Twins to look you over,” he said.

“A foursome?”

“No.”

Fyre clicked her tongue. Then she strode back to where she had stood earlier, when she had first stopped time.

Confused, Nathan stared at her. She stared back at him.

“Um, aren’t you going to return to where you were earlier?” she asked. “It doesn’t need to be exact, but if you don’t, then things might go wrong. This is a different plane, after all.”

“Is there a way to know where you were standing?” he asked, still somewhat confused.

Nathan only vaguely understood what the Twins had explained about this space being some sort of observer plane, unable to interact with reality.

Fyre frowned. “Um, I’m not really…” Then she licked her lips and her expression hardened. “Copy this spell. I know you’re sharp enough to do it. You wouldn’t have gotten this far if you weren’t.”

He nodded, then copied the spell she cast. Her shift in attitude and belief in his ability to clone her ascended magic felt off to him.

Once he returned to his original location, Fyre snapped her fingers.

Instantly, the world started moving again. Sound returned.

A great wailing grated against Nathan’s ears. The vibrations of the palace reached their crescendo, blocking out the voice that had claimed to be Omria.

Many people slapped their hands over their ears. The beastkin especially seemed to suffer, and Fei fell to her knees.

Then the wailing stopped. The palace fell silent and ceased rumbling.

Fyre stood near the throne, a pleased expression on her face. She looked up at the golden wings in the sky, which were already reforming.

Almost everyone in the grand hall looked at her.

“I am the voice of Omria,” she proclaimed. “I won’t accept falsehoods or attempts by deceivers to claim otherwise or work against her Empire.”

Alice shot Nathan a look of wariness, but he shook his head.

While Fyre busied herself with being a prophet, Nathan swept Alice back into the throne room.

“What was that?” she asked. “The palace just… spoke.”

“Nathan, you moved,” Fei said. “Only a little bit, but I saw it. What happened?”

Alice blinked, then stared at Fei and Ciana. They shrugged at her.

“Fyre pulled me into a… well, it’s complicated. But we talked,” he explained. “Hold on. I need to summon the Twins. I don’t want to repeat this more often than I have to, given how sensitive it is.”

Ciana accompanied him to his room, while Fei remained with Alice in the throne room.

With a thought, Nathan summoned the door to his mental world. He went inside and retrieved the Twins. They lounged around in their own mental fortress, watching some sort of glass panel that showed the state of his world.

“About time you turned up,” Maura snapped. “What the fuck happened? Usually I can follow you when you’re messing around, but you just vanished for ages.”

“I talked with our prophet. Come with me and I’ll explain. You’ll need to confirm her story yourselves, and if she’s not legitimate.” He shrugged.

“Oh, wow. If she’s fake, can we play with her?” Laura asked, eyes wide.

“Forget playing with her. I want to see Nathan use her like a toy. She’s such a pompous bitch,” Maura said.

“You’ll be pleased to know that Fyre would like that very much,” Nathan said. “She seems to share your interests in the bedroom.”

“Aw, shit, really? It’s not as fun if they’re a sub.”

They returned to Nathan’s mental fortress, which was empty. Ciana hadn’t entered, and there was no sign of Kadria.

For good measure, he checked her bedroom for any sign of her. The black door remained visible.

Naturally, she wasn’t inside. The Twins poked their heads in behind him.

“Haven’t seen the little goat since we got here,” Maura said. “Aleich, that is. I’m guessing she’s up to something.”

Given what had just happened, and Kadria’s talk about weaving a web as part of her plans, Nathan had a damn good idea of where the lithe succubus had been going.

But he remained silent. He lacked proof and didn’t want to prejudice the Twins. Sometimes they seemed overly keen to latch onto his ideas. Perhaps they thought agreeing with him made him more amenable.

They returned to the throne room. The Twins drew stares from the Royal Knights, but they likely didn’t know what the succubi really were.

In the time he had been missing, his other Champions had gathered in the throne room. Sen looked exhausted, and Nathan wondered how much of Ifrit’s magic she had drawn on.

He ran a hand through her brown hair, and she smiled up at him.

“I’m fine,” she said, batting his hand away. “It’s been a long day.”

His fingers tugged at one of the thick streaks of white hair on her head.

“You pushed yourself too far,” he said.

“Hardly. I can handle having white hair. If it bothers you, I can dye it. I think there’s magic for that.”

Sunstorm shot a glare at Sen. “That’s not what he meant.”

“I know. But I’m fine. Nathan, this was my choice. And you can’t lecture me. Choe told me what happened to you when you teleported into Aleich.” Now it was Sen’s turn to glare at Nathan. “I’m going gray, but you’ll die if you keep that up. Don’t pretend otherwise. Ifrit told me.”

Before his other Champions could chime in and batter him with their concern, Nathan waved them off.

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “But I’ll be more careful about pushing myself.”

“I feel that we all need to sit on you,” Alice muttered. “I had hoped to rest tonight, but…”

“There’ll be time. Right now, I just need to explain what happened. Tomorrow is when we’ll need to act,” he said.

While his Champions and the Twins settled in, Alice pulled Nathan onto the throne. She deposited herself on his lap.

Naturally, this drew a few looks of jealousy. From the way Fei’s tail lashed back and forth, Nathan knew he’d be handling a lap cat tomorrow.

But it was finally time to explain what occurred. He kept his words brief and left out some details. Especially those that felt subjective.

“I can’t believe that Charlotte would become a prophet,” Alice said.

“Yeah, can’t say that’s ever happened,” Laura agreed.

“Not that anything happening right now has happened before. I don’t know enough about the slut goddess to say for sure. The power you saw definitely seemed to be her, and this palace is connected to her,” Maura said.

“More importantly, do you actually trust Fyre?” Narime asked, getting to the heart of the matter.

“More than I trust whoever tried to take control of the palace. Actions speak louder than words. Fyre says a lot of things that I dislike, but her actions have supported us the entire time,” he said.

“You’ll overlook her starting a cult, disobeying orders, then pulling all of this?” Nurevia asked. “Damn. And I thought I got off easy for all the shit I did.”

Astra rolled her eyes. “The power was real.”

“You said that before,” Nathan said, narrowing his eyes. “Elaborate.”

“It felt like her. The real her. Too long since she spoke.”

“Could it have just been her voice?” Seraph asked.

The trigem shook her head. “No. It felt like her.”

“I take it that your vote goes to whoever the new prophet is, then?” Nathan asked.

After hesitating, Astra shook her head. The room remained silent for a time as they waited for her to speak.

When she didn’t, Nathan said, “Use your words, Astra.”

“Thinking,” she grunted, eyes vacant. After a long pause, she continued, “Why now?”

“You mean, why did the goddess only appear now?” Nathan asked, receiving a nod. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. If a new cycle starts because she reappears, then why did she wait for Fyre to appear?”

“Jealousy,” Astra said, bitterness laced through her tone. “I don’t like it.”

“I thought you believed in the goddess,” Nurevia said. “Now you don’t?”

Astra winced. “She… forgave me. Was a friend.” Taking a deep breath, she elaborated, “But I still saw the true goddess. Just another person. If she only returns now, is she truly a goddess?”

“Uh, yes?” Maura said. “I mean, not like omnipotent or anything, but her whole schtick is being part of the world itself. That’s as godlike as I think you can get.”

“I doubt that’s what she meant,” Nathan said. “You’re questioning the idea of a benevolent goddess who defends Doumahr and raises the civilizations on it. Because if the only thing that motivates her to return is fear of Fyre, she’s a fraud.”

Astra nodded.

The chamber fell silent. This time, nobody said a word. A sense of bitterness permeated the air, and most expressions were dark.

“Nathan, you said Fyre needed control over the palace, through you?” Alice asked after a long minute, bringing the conversation back to what was important.

“Specifically, she wants me to take control of the palace so she can anchor to it through my tethers to her,” he said. “To do that, she wants to help. I don’t know the specifics.”

“Pretty sure it involves sex,” Maura said.

Everyone glared at her and she huffed.

“Oh, fuck off. I’m being honest,” she said.

“I’m not having sex with Fyre,” Nathan said.

“Well, it’s nice that you’re being consistent. If we can’t get any, she sure as hell doesn’t deserve your cock.” Maura leered at him, appearing to stare through Alice. “But I didn’t mean that.”

Alice coughed. “Nathan, um…”

He waited patiently for her to continue. Part of him already knew what was going to be said.

“Grandpa taught me both ceremonies. One is a lengthy ritual that involves many sorcerers and the leylines that pass through Castle Aleich.” She frowned, but her cheeks glowed red for some reason. “We can’t use it while Maylis opposes us.”

“And what about the other, sexier ceremony?” Maura asked with a lewd grin.

The Champions stared at Alice when they heard Maura describe the ceremony as “sexy.”

“Once I’m coronated as Empress through the official ceremony, the power of the goddess becomes part of me,” she explained. “Then… we have sex.”

Nathan stared into space, ignoring the cherry red princess in his lap.

“You mean the ceremony to hand over the palace requires you to fuck Nathan?” Nurevia asked.

When Alice nodded, the dark elf burst into laughter.

“Ooh, question, question,” Laura said, raising her hand in the air.

“No, you can’t watch,” Nathan said. “Is it anything special, Alice, or just…” he trailed off when she glared at him.

“It’s going to be special,” she said snippily. “You’re going to be my first, Nathan.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he grumbled. “You still need to become Empress. Until we restore enough order for the Diet to sit, that’s not possible.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, Nathan will have railed you like ten times by then, I bet,” Maura said.

“Enough,” he said. “Go find Fyre. You’re not allowed to leave the palace,” he told the Twins. “Let me know what you think of her.”

“Yes, boss,” Maura said drily.

“When did I become some sort of extra-dimensional entity that consumes worlds?”

“Since you slapped a collar on me and rammed your cock down my throat. Consider it a promotion.” She winked at him, then strode out of the room with a slap of her overly large ass. Laura followed her.

Now it was Nathan’s turn to be stared at, although Alice’s pouty glare looked so adorable that he wanted to see it more.

“Don’t think too much about what they say,” he said.

“Uh huh.” Narime bobbed her tails up and down, then followed the Twins. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

For now, things settled down. Nathan had navigated today’s disasters. All he had left to do was clean up the messes created today. Starting with Alice, who he felt needed some long-deserved attention.
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Almost everyone else left the throne room over the next few minutes. Sunstorm dragged Sen off, muttering something about forcing her to sleep. Astra vanished without a word. Fei and Seraph chatted about troop deployments and the current state of Aleich, before leaving to handle those.

When Nathan had tried to butt in, they had pretended not to hear him. Alice smirked up at him.

“I’m glad that we’re all in agreement that you’re overworking yourself,” she said smugly.

“Just so long as nobody else does,” he said, looking squarely at Seraph’s backside as she left the room.

“I’m sure you can give her a nice reward if she does. Or a punishment.” Alice giggled, but her face was almost fire red.

He held a hand against her forehead, pretending to check her temperature.

“Stop that.” She smacked his hand away. “Can’t I be a little naughty?”

“You don’t need to force yourself. Do whatever you find natural.”

Alice shifted nervously in his lap. Her eyes ran over Ciana and Nurevia, who stood patiently near the exits.

Or leaned against the wall, in Nurevia’s case. But Nathan knew her well enough to see through her veneer of boredom.

“Everyone else is so open,” Alice mumbled. “Anna’s so forward, too. She’s changed so much in the past two years. I… I want that as well.”

“To change?”

“No. But maybe yes.” The princess sighed and flounced out of his lap. “I mean that I want the chance to be around you more. Even…” She gulped. “Even Uncle Leopold noticed the change in Anna. He said that she became far more confident and capable due to you.”

Nathan cupped Alice’s face in his hands. “It’s easier to see change in others, Alice. Maybe you should ask your grandfather if you’ve changed recently.”

“They’ve told me many times that I have,” she said. “But that only happened because I chose to change. I… I wanted you to notice me. Looking back at how we met is so embarrassing. I charged in wearing a traveling outfit, and everyone else wears such amazing clothes. Anna has her gorgeous dresses, Seraph her figure-hugging cheongsam, Narime her elegant robes. Not to mention the dark elves.”

“I don’t judge you by your looks.”

“No, but I can tell you love my pretty dresses. You trace every inch of my body with your eyes when I wear a new one. I never understood why my mother ran around in these awful things, but when you look at me like you do…” Alice shivered, but her eyes gleamed with love as she stared at Nathan. “So, yes, I want to change. Like Grandpa said, without change, we can only rot away. I refuse to rot away while you’re with me, Nathan.”

He brushed her cheeks with his fingers and she smiled.

Then he squished them and Alice squealed. She jumped away.

“What are you doing, ruining such a great mood?” she asked indignantly.

“Changing,” he said with a grin. “Would you believe me if I said that I rarely took the lead in my relationships?”

“Yes. You weren’t always the Nathan that I know. But you’re talking about something more recent, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “I never really thought about how I changed, as I spent all my time observing others. Fei’s a bubbly, silly catgirl with a genuine love for life. Sen’s not traumatized. Ciana’s adorable.”

His unicorn knight glared at him. He ignored her.

“But that changed the way I approached them, because I was older and wiser, and they were the opposite. I don’t know if I ever really grew into my power or experience. I shot from a newbie Bastion to one of the world’s heroes, with multiple trigems, then back to pariah,” he said. “This time, I’m not constrained by my inexperience.”

“I don’t think you should consider that a constraint,” Alice said. “It’s more like… you don’t know all the other options. So you narrow in on what you can see.”

“I still don’t know most of my options. The difference is that I understand that I don’t know a lot, so I rely on others more and expect problems to crop up,” Nathan said. “Gorthal was right when he said there is no such thing as certainty. I can win a chess game, but life isn’t a game. Even today, all of our plans have come under heavy attack. If I’d made different decisions—”

Alice tried to stop him from continuing, but he poked her in the forehead.

“Let me finish,” he said, causing her to pout cutely again. “When Thanatos attacked, I questioned how fortunate I was to have made the decisions that I did. But this time, while I feel I made the right choices, were they the only ones that would have succeeded?”

Ciana and Nurevia watched him closely, their ears pricked as they eavesdropped. None of the women in the room interrupted him.

“Rather than wondering about the wrong decisions, I wonder what I would need to do to improve further,” he said. “We saved Aleich, won the civil war, and Fyre might be repelling whatever is happening with this goddess nonsense.”

“But Leopold died,” Alice said. “Do you think you could have saved him?”

“Absolutely. But… it’s not that easy. I made the decisions I made because of who I am. I’ve been overly cautious lately, in contrast to how I handled the Spires. There are too many reminders of past mistakes. If I kill Tharban, will it be the same as when I killed Torneus and brought down the Federation? Will dealing with Maylis weaken us too much to defeat the Nationalists? What about Fyre? If I’d trusted her, maybe…”

Maybe he would have gained control of the palace sooner. Whatever blocked him off from teleporting here wouldn’t have mattered, because he would have controlled reality.

But he couldn’t say that. He still didn’t trust Fyre, and he felt that admitting that her power could have saved Leopold was admitting defeat.

“I think you’re right not to trust her,” Alice said quietly. “But is that the problem? You think you need to change more so that you can trust her?”

“Not exactly. I just know that I need to change. The way I handled Fyre frustrates me. Why have I been learning so much about mental magic if I can’t use it when dealing with a major threat? Is all of my training useless?” He shook his head. “Just like you said, if we stop changing, we rot away.”

“So you’re going to squeeze my cheeks in the middle of a serious conversation?”

“If I’m confident enough to bully my beloved princess, then I’m definitely changing.” He winked at her, and she huffed in return.

“Don’t bully me. Cherish me,” she ordered.

“Yes, Your Imperial Highness,” he said with a grin.

“That will be ‘Your Majesty’ soon enough.”

“Do you want me to call you that in bed?” he asked.

Alice’s eyes widened. She whipped her head to one side, moving so fast that her hair whipped around and hit her in the face. Cursing, she straightened her messy blonde locks out.

“I don’t think I’m ready for you to be lewd with me,” she mumbled.

“You call that lewd?” Nurevia called out. “You should hear what he calls me in bed.”

“At her request,” Nathan said, before Alice said anything. “You are never convincing me to call you the horrible things I call her.”

“Oh.” She tilted her head. “What about Ciana?”

The unicorn knight smiled but said nothing.

Nathan refused to admit that he had liked it when Ciana said mean things about him. One day, he might indulge himself, but he still needed to show her how much he adored her. Come winter, that would happen.

Loud voices entered the chamber. A few moments later, the Twins returned with Fyre sandwiched between them.

Fyre’s pained expression spoke volumes. She hunched her shoulders as she walked and pulled her wings and horse ears as close to her body as possible.

Unfortunately for her, the Twins didn’t care. Both of them wrapped their arms around the petite horsegirl. The differences in their bodies couldn’t be more apparent. Fyre was average in many ways—from her height, to her frame, and even her bust size. Standing next to the Twins and their magically modified hourglass figures, Fyre looked tiny.

Especially with those balloon-like tits pressed against her. Each was larger than her head. If the Twins tried, they could probably smother Fyre with them.

Once she spotted Nathan, Fyre broke free from their grasp. She dashed toward him. Instinctively, he tensed. Ciana’s hand fell on her sword.

But she didn’t leap into his lap. Instead, she stood next to him, and seemed to beam at the other Champions in the room. Ciana rolled her eyes, and she relaxed.

“I’m beginning to doubt your tastes, big guy,” Maura said. “You’ve got a willing fucktoy here and you’re not using her like a condom?”

“He’s not using us, either,” Laura said.

“Sure, but we’re big bad succubi. If he was half as paranoid as he is, then we’d be enjoying a century of fun time right now.” Maura grinned, ignoring the glares shot at her. “This little thing is all bark, no bite.”

“I can bite you,” Fyre said. Her wings rose up.

“Enough,” Nathan said, leaning his head on one hand.

“Ooh, that’s a great pose. Like a bored, evil overlord. All you need to complete it are a few naked servants kneeling in front of you,” Laura said, bouncing up and down excitedly.

“Or us,” Maura suggested.

He sighed. “So?”

“Everything checks out on a mental level,” Maura said. “I’m also pretty sure I know who’s possessing her.”

Fyre tensed.

“Relaaaaax.” The succubus grinned. “Come on, Nathan. Tell me you know who?”

“I do. I also think there’s a reason I’m not supposed to talk about her.” He shifted uncomfortably. “When I spoke the goddess’s name earlier, I attracted… something. That power was so great that I felt as though I was about to be swallowed up by the world.”

“You were,” Laura said.

“Yeah, what the fuck were you thinking? You’re practically a Messenger. We avoid saying important names for damn good reason,” Maura growled. “I don’t want you to be vaporized by our old boss or the slut goddess before you rail the shit out of me.”

“I’m glad you care about me,” Nathan drawled.

“What can I say? You’ve got a great cock.”

He rolled his eyes.

Alice asked, “If it’s so dangerous to speak the name of powerful beings, then how come most of us feel no ill effects? What about Fyre?”

“Because you’re not important. Do you pay attention to what ants do? Hell no. Especially if you have an infinite number of ant farms to look after. But what if a handful of ants were bigger and stronger than the rest, and could move between the ant farms at will? You’d watch them like a hawk and crush them if they troubled you,” Maura explained.

“Then why am I still alive?” Nathan asked.

Fyre placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled down at him. “Because I’m here. Omria’s power is mine.”

“You don’t feel anything like that… presence.”

“That’s because she’s a goddess, not the goddess,” Maura said. “Like, you get the whole infinite worlds shit, right? Our old boss exists outside of time and space because he’s so powerful that he corrupts everything he gets close to. The slut goddess is the world itself. I think the goat once compared them to planets and suns. Our old boss is like the sun, and the slut is a planet. At best, we’re just important people who run around on that planet. If they want to crush us, then we are still ants.”

“Why can Fyre say her name safely, then?” Alice pressed.

“I’m told it’s a spatial thing,” Fyre said, staring at Nathan and presumably pretending she was answering a question he asked. “Because I’m linked to Omria’s power, I’m the same as her. So she can’t detect me or do anything against me directly. It’s like…” She screwed up her face.

“Punching yourself in the face and claiming you won the fight,” Maura finished. “Nathan, you know how your Champions can’t affect you with their gem abilities? Same deal. The power is the same, so it can’t be used against itself.”

“But I can hurt my Champions with my magic,” he pointed out. “What’s the equivalent with the goddess?”

“Uh… dunno.” Maura shrugged. “Nobody ever explained that part. The goat is the only one of us who ever dealt with her directly. Then probably Siv, but she’s part of the vanguard. We never meet her in the world.”

“Siv? Another Messenger?” Alice asked, looking between Nathan and Maura.

“Yes,” he said. “I remember that name, now. She destroyed the Empire in my world.”

“Yeah, that’s usually what she does. In this cycle, Siv goes in first and wrecks shit. Pretty sure she also took down Kurai.”

“Impossible,” Nurevia said, taking a step forward. “Tharban told me about the battle against the Messenger. They killed her. A dozen Bastions, and countless Champions.”

“He saw her?” Nathan asked. “Gareth was there as well, but he never got close to the final battle.”

“Both he and Leopold were providing Champions. The Empire got the kill,” Nurevia said. “You didn’t know?”

He shook his head. “None of the Bastions I ever spoke to knew anything about the Messenger in Kurai. If the Empire defeated her, that explains why. Most died fighting Siv. Whatever they saw was likely a deeply protected secret.”

No wonder Tharban and Griem had delayed their assault on Aleich. They had first-hand experience fighting a Messenger.

If Nathan had deployed the Twins against them, what would their reactions have been?

“Anyway, Siv’s old. But we only bump into her for drinks between worlds. She’s chill. Unlike the goat, she doesn’t do exciting stuff, though. She’s like the 9-to-5 office worker of Messengers. Clocks in, fucks shit up, gets beaten up, clocks out, then enjoys her booze until she’s needed again,” Maura said.

“But why isn’t she dead?” Nurevia ground out.

“If we could only enter a world once, then the goat would be ruled out forever,” Maura said. “We all have limits to when we can invade, based on who we are and our power. Siv’s old, but weak. Whenever things are too calm, she’s used to shake them up.”

“So she won’t appear anytime soon,” Nathan pointed out.

“Not until you stabilize things. Of course, if she’s dumb enough to fight you, then I’m claiming her as my toy afterward.” Maura grinned maliciously. “She’s fucking hot.”

Nathan sighed. “So, Messengers can invade more than once, even if killed. That makes sense. Thanatos remembered me from my world even though I killed him. Couldn’t he have invaded again?”

“Nah. After he wrecked everything, the world got even worse. The goat is one of the few Messengers trusted to handle a world on the verge of outright collapse.”

Trust.

“These limits sound artificial. Are they your boss’s?”

“Old boss. But yeah. If we don’t match the relative chaos of the world, then…” Maura pointed a pair of fingers at Fyre. “You pulled a fast one and let her in, but the idea is to send Messengers who can stop the slut goddess from coming back. Don’t want her to appear in a dying world and create a new cycle after so much wasted effort.”

Nathan parsed what he had heard.

Omria’s power was intrinsically tied to Doumahr itself, but that was a known factor. As such, the extra-dimensional entity in charge of Messengers tailored his strategy to Omria’s, ensuring he won every time.

Messengers were effectively immortal. Even if they died, they always came back and invaded again.

“Could your old boss send another pair of you here?” Nathan asked. “There are infinite versions of you.”

“Uh, he could, but that would fuck with everything. Ask the goat. I think she had to fight herself once.” Maura scratched the back of her head. “All I can say is that we’re explicitly barred from entering a world that already has us in it. Given our old boss loves chaos, there must be a good reason for that.”

That alleviated some of Nathan’s worries.

But more importantly, it sounded as though Fyre’s ability to say the goddess’s name proved her genuineness.

More than that, the Twins had agreed with his conclusion without being told. For the time being, Nathan decided to extend his trust one last time.

“Alright, Fyre, I trust you. At least enough to help you gain control of the palace,” he said.

Fyre gasped. “So, we can start now?”

He blinked. “Uh, what do you think is involved in claiming the palace?”

“Sex.” She grinned and looked at Alice. “I can join in, right?”

“No,” Alice said flatly. “I need to be Empress first, and even then I’m not interested in anyone else. If I’m going to be Nathan’s wife, then I’m keeping him to myself in bed, at least.”

“When you’re in his bed, you mean,” Nurevia corrected. “Because there’s no chance in hell that we’re not fucking him on the side. A certain catgirl will have your chefs serve you for lunch if you try anything.”

Alice rolled her eyes, but her cheeks reddened. “That’s what I meant, yes. But when I’m with Nathan, I want it to be personal.” She turned to him. “Right?”

“Wife?” he asked.

“You didn’t think you could lead on and sleep with an Empress and not take responsibility?” Alice teased.

“Have you talked to Anna about this?”

“Oh, I have been.” Alice smirked. “Your hands are big enough for two rings.”

He stared at her.

“Don’t look at me like that. Polygamy is legal in the Empire, even if humans rarely practice it. You’re a national hero. Nobody will object if you marry me and Anna. Plus, I’ll be appointing you as a noble again,” she said. “With so many dead or traitorous, I need someone I trust with power. Once you deal with Tharban…”

Her expression darkened. Even if she didn’t finish, Nathan knew that Alice planned to give him his father’s county once Tharban was dead.

“Well, fine. I can at least watch you bounce her up and down on your cock?” Fyre asked.

Alice glared at the supposed prophet, who stared back haughtily.

“Alice isn’t Empress yet,” Nathan said.

“I’ll coronate her myself. If I’m here, with Omria’s power, then you don’t need to rely on the coronation ceremony in the Diet,” Fyre said.

“That’s…” Alice looked away. “Grandpa is still here. He wants this to be legitimate. How could I betray his trust like that?”

“Then ask him. We can’t tell him the truth, but if the goddess needs this, then I doubt he’ll object. He knows we’ve won,” Nathan said. “The formalities are different to the real thing and we could use the public morale boost if you announce yourself as Empress.”

Many of the Nationalists would be upset, but it would reinforce that they’ve lost. The Diet could then confirm Alice later, and everything would be settled.

They were changing the constitution anyway. Was this much worse?

“I don’t know…”

But despite her dithering, Alice trotted off to Gorthal’s bedroom. Nurevia trailed her.

A few minutes later, she returned carrying the crown. Her expression was downcast.

“He was asleep,” she said. “I took the crown. He told me to take it earlier, so the knights understood, but…”

“Do you have to announce it?” Ciana asked. “Can’t you become Empress in private, granting you the power over the palace, then wait for the Diet to make the official decision?”

“We can,” Nathan said. “I’d prefer to announce it anyway, to prove that we’re victorious, but if you don’t want to we don’t have to, Alice.”

“For now, let’s keep it secret.” She sighed, then gestured for Nathan to vacate the throne.

He did so rapidly, realizing how awkward it must have been for Alice to shoo him out of her throne. Given her wry smile, he doubted she minded.

The coronation ceremony was simple enough. Alice placed the crown on her head and sat in the throne.

Then Fyre placed a hand on the princess’s head. A golden glow emanated from the horsegirl, then flowed into Alice. Nathan monitored it closely, but couldn’t feel any dangerous magic.

If anything, it seemed that Fyre was establishing a connection between Alice and the palace. Would Gorthal feel this occur? He might lose the connection himself.

Then it was done. Fyre removed her hand and looked to Nathan.

“I pronounce Alice Arangar the Empress of the Anfang Empire,” Fyre said brightly. “So she’s Empress Alice.”

“Empress Alice II,” the woman in question corrected. “There was another Alice a thousand years ago. Empresses are rare, but there are enough of them to matter.”

“Let’s leave that to the history books,” Nathan said.

“You say that, but I guarantee they’ll use it in the Diet.” Alice sighed. “So it’s finally happened. I’m Empress. After everything, it doesn’t feel real.”

“Well, maybe it will feel more real when Nathan sticks his dick into you,” Maura said.

Realizing the throne room was still full of useless people, Nathan turfed out everyone other than Fyre and Alice. Ciana waited patiently in one of the entrance walkways, her senses alert for anything that might go wrong.

Somehow, Nathan knew he had no chance of convincing his unicorn knight not to spy on him in the future. She seemed awfully protective lately.

“She’s right, though,” Fyre said. “I need you to take control of the palace. Then—”

“I get it,” Alice said. Her cheeks reddened. “Can you leave now?”

Fyre stared at them. “Um, aren’t you going to the bedroom?”

Refusing to look at either Fyre or Nathan, Alice waved her hands at the exit insistently.

Slowly, Fyre left. When she lingered near the other exit, Ciana chased her away.

Alice stood up, then rubbed a hand on the throne. “Um, can you sit here?”

“Alice, do you really want your first time to be on a cold, metal throne?” Nathan asked bluntly.

She hunched her shoulders. “It’s, um, been something Anna and I have been talking about for a while. I’m the Empress, but…” After licking her lips, Alice said something Nathan thought he’d never hear, “You’re the real Emperor, Nathan. Everything happened because of you. This will be the way I grant you that feeling of power.”

“By letting me have sex with you on your throne?”

“It’s hot,” Alice protested. “Just imagine what it will look like.”

Nathan was certain that Ciana and the Twins would greatly enjoy the performance. He knew that the succubi had retreated to their mental fortress and would be watching closely.

Realizing that protesting was pointless, he swept Alice up into his arms. She gasped, but he didn’t let up. His hands slipped beneath her dress and gripped her plump ass. Then he kissed her, entangling her tongue with his, and felt her moans rumble down his throat.

“It’s finally happening,” Alice mumbled when they pulled apart.

Her hands rubbed the front of his pants. The bulge of his crotch grew. He held Alice tightly and rubbed himself against her. Their height difference ensured his crotch rubbed against her belly. She gasped, then smiled at him.

“It feels huge,” she said.

“You know you need to pull it out of my pants, right?” he said.

Alice rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’m that innocent?”

“Just checking. You are a princess.”

She slapped him upside the head, causing him to laugh.

Then she leaned back and undid the front of his pants. Her stare only made his cock larger.

“Um, it’s big,” she said. “This isn’t the really big version that Fei brags about, right?”

“No. That’s not for you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Alice pouted.

“It means that it’s a size intended for a pair of succubi with inhumanly large tits. Don’t try to compete with actual monsters,” Nathan said.

“… I feel there might be something to discuss later. Your dick is still too large, Nathan.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Although he did wonder if the regular version had gotten larger. Maybe Alice was just really innocent? Nathan wasn’t sure.

Whatever the case, he squeezed Alice’s ass again. She squeaked, and responded by wrapping her hands around his length. Her fingers slid up and down his shaft nervously as first, before gaining momentum. She smiled when he groaned in pleasure.

When he pulled away, Alice scowled.

“It was just getting good,” she said, chasing him.

Nathan sat down on the throne and patted his thighs. She hesitated.

“Come on. You wanted to give a show, right? Imagine what it would look like for the Empress to give her first blowjob.” He smirked.

“Wow, you really are a heretic,” Alice said.

“I’m your heretic.”

“How sweet.”

Despite her dry tone, she kneeled down in front of him. Her hot breath blew over his cock and he laced his fingers through her gorgeous golden hair. Slowly but surely, she slipped her tongue out of her mouth and closer and closer to his tip.

She hesitantly touched the tip of her pink appendage to his cock. Her eyes focused on his, mouth wide open. He smiled.

Then he did a naughty, naughty thing.

Nathan rammed his cock down the Empress’s throat.

It didn’t go all the way, naturally. And he didn’t try to force it. Alice’s eyes widened. She coughed and spluttered around the fat cock in her mouth. For several moments, she appeared to panic.

Then she calmed down, a glare settling on her face. She stared up at Nathan with a sullen but cold look. Her beautiful red lips wrapped around his shaft and she sucked. With a noisy slurp, Alice peeled herself off his cock.

“I should chop it off for that,” she said, gripping it. Maybe she thought she could crush it if she tried.

Fortunately, a Bastion’s magical toughness extended to the penis. Nathan’s dick wasn’t going to be broken by Alice’s mundane strength. It might hurt if she tried, though, so he didn’t plan to piss her off any further.

“Sorry, but I really couldn’t resist,” he admitted.

“Do you do that to the others?”

“No, but I felt the irresistible urge to be a little mean to you. You enjoyed it in the end, right?” He stroked her hair.

“A little,” Alice admitted. “You’re big, strong, and far more impressive than me. I like the idea of being yours. That’s why I want you to fuck me on the throne. But that was a little too much. Maybe with a little more practice…”

“Got it. Maybe in a week.”

She rolled her eyes, before wrapping her lips around his tip. He gently coaxed her deeper and faster.

Soon, he had an Empress happily bobbing up and down along his cock. Her technique was rough but enthusiastic. Within her dress, her breasts bounced with each movement and he had a great view of her cleavage. His fingers ran through her silky golden hair and he groaned as he approached climax.

Nathan pressed Alice against himself when he came. Her eyes closed and her throat tightened around his tip as he burst in her mouth. His seed overflowed, causing her cheeks to puff up as she tried to keep it inside.

When he was finished, she obediently opened her mouth to show him the pool of white swirling in the back of her mouth. He stroked her hair in appreciation.

“Good girl,” he said.

Alice rolled her eyes, then spat it out.

“Not so good girl,” he said.

“I’m not drinking that,” she said, sticking out her tongue. “Fei is a filthy liar and Anna was right.”

“Maybe it’s a beastkin thing?”

“Maybe.” Alice stood up, then plopped herself down in Nathan’s lap. “Now, it’s actually time. No more games, Nathan. I want to be yours. I’ve waited years.”

“Oh? Years?”

“I just said no more games. Fuck me!”

Spicy.

“Like this?” he asked, holding her waist. “You don’t want to face me?”

“This is part of the ceremony,” Alice muttered. “The idea is that Omria is watching. She kind of is.”

Nathan looked at the entryways to either side of the throne room. Ciana peeked around one, with her hands firmly planted in her crotch.

Naturally, Fyre peeked around the other, in just as compromising a position as Ciana.

If there wasn’t a ceremony to conduct, Nathan would chase away the supposed prophet. But there was, so he ignored the voyeur.

“Well then, we’ll have to do something more lovey-dovey in the bedroom,” Nathan whispered in Alice’s ear. She shivered in response.

“I’d love that,” she said. “But for now…”

He nodded, then realized she couldn’t see him and said, “Okay, I’ll start.”

Reaching beneath her dress, he found Alice’s underwear and moved them to one side. As they had an audience, stripping her seemed inappropriate.

With that little bit of preparation done, Nathan hefted his beloved Empress above him. She hovered above his erection for several seconds.

“You’ll need to guide it in,” he said. “This is pretty awkward.”

Alice gulped, then carefully gripped his shaft and angled it toward herself. Slowly, he lowered her until his tip brushed her slit. She gasped. He paused.

After a few seconds, she nodded.

Then he penetrated her, finally claiming Alice.

Immediately, lust overtook Nathan. While Alice wasn’t Charlotte, he had lusted after a princess for almost his entire life. Now, the very thing he had dreamed of had happened.

His arms moved on their own, bouncing Alice on top of his cock. She slid along his length, leaving a trail of juices that drizzled along the glittering throne of Omria. Her moans filled the hall. Her tits bounced with reckless abandon. The smell of sex filled his nose. Wet slapping sounds split the air.

“I’m coming,” Alice squealed suddenly.

He didn’t stop. Her legs bowed in the air and her back arched, but he kept using her for his own pleasure. The Empress was the toy of her favorite Bastion right now, supposedly for the purposes of this ceremony.

Thick load after load seared her insides, bubbling over and coating his balls and the seat of the throne. Nathan lost count of the number of times he came. Alice kept climaxing.

“More! Nathan, keep going,” she gasped out, her head lolling on his shoulder while he filled her again. Her legs spasmed while she did so.

Eventually, he came to his senses. He slowed down, then stopped. The throne was an utter mess. Alice whined at him to keep going.

Reaching out with his mind, Nathan realized that he could feel the palace around him. The walls felt alive to him, just like those in Gharrick Pass, but to a greater extent.

The ceremony had been a success. When, he didn’t know.

“More?” Alice asked.

“How about the bedroom?” he suggested, noticing the voyeurs once more.

“Okay.” She smiled happily. “I don’t want today to end.”


Chapter 33




When Nathan awakened in the morning, the first thing he saw were Alice’s bright brown eyes. She traced circles on his chest while laying against him. A smile graced her face, but she hadn’t noticed him stir.

“Morning,” he said, his hands slipping around her back.

She gasped, then ducked up and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ve always wanted to do this.”

“Kiss me the moment when I wake up?” he asked.

“Yes, but that’s not what I meant.” Alice playfully slapped his chest. “Lay together like this with someone I love. Books talk about it as though it’s the greatest joy a couple has. Now it’s finally my joy.”

“And is it as good as the books say?”

“Hmm.” Alice lay her head on him while he rubbed her back. Her breasts rubbed against his belly in this position, giving him a nice view of the round globes and pink nipples pressed against him.

“It’s nice,” she said. “But I think that’s because I’m with you. I feel like this whenever we’re alone together. The nudity doesn’t really help.”

“I’m not sure I agree,” Nathan said, pressing his hand into her ass.

She smirked. “Anna said you were like this in the morning. She blamed Fei for it, but also said that I should rely on your favorite kitten whenever I’m not up for morning sex.”

“You and Anna talked a lot about this.”

“Of course. She’s the first real friend I’ve had my age.” Alice sighed and tilted her head so that one ear pressed against his body. “Or at least, the first friend I’ve had that felt like a friend. She wasn’t using me for status, or spending time with me because of political alliances. In fact, I’m certain she would have avoided me entirely given the choice.”

“I actually expected that to happen. You intimidated her when you first arrived,” Nathan said.

“Really? Because she did the same to me. I was a tomboy princess butting into your affairs, reliant entirely on my position to get away with everything. Anna puttered away behind the scenes, able to draw you in effortlessly, and never pushed back against me,” she said.

“I guarantee you’ve met a lot of nobles that can do that.”

“Not ones my age. This far from the border, most nobles barely run their own territory. If an heir takes over at a young age, they usually have generations of advisers and servants to rely on. Anna reminded me that you could achieve great things as a ruler, without appearing pathetic,” Alice said. “It’s funny that we were both a little jealous of the other. Then she got you first, became duchess, and we had to work together.”

“I never heard of anything going wrong,” Nathan said cautiously.

“That’s because we… talked. Before Anna argued with Grandpa Milgar about taking the duchess title she initially refused, the two of us had a long conversation. She gave me advice about you, and I advised her on how to deal with Grandpa. After that, we kept talking with each other. Even if I did a poor job of hiding how jealous I was of her relationship with you.”

“You took a while to make a move on me,” Nathan said.

Alice rolled her eyes. “That’s because you’re blind as a bat sometimes, Nathan. If Ciana or Fei so much as twitch in the wrong way, you’re on top of them with kind words and hot chocolate. But I did everything I could to signal my interest and you just… treated me like a friend.” She smirked. “A friend whose ass you checked out too much. You really like ruffles and frills, don’t you? I don’t think you realize how much you stare at me when I’m wearing dresses like that.”

He coughed and leaned his head back. Alice’s hands reached up and tried to force him to look at her.

The two of them pretended to fight against each other for several long seconds, before Alice broke down in giggles.

“I never thought I’d meet a man who had a thing for dresses,” she said.

“On women. Dresses on women,” Nathan grunted, feeling Alice’s comment might be easily misunderstood. “I did spend a lot of time at fancy dress parties and celebrations when I was younger. Falmir’s fashions were always more daring, while Trafaumh favored massive, flowing dresses that seemed to restrict movement.”

“Uh huh. Nathan, if I take you shopping, are you going to force me to try on every dress in the store?”

“No. But if you’ll take me to the lingerie section…” he trailed off as she stared at him aghast.

“You’ll actually put up with me when I go clothes shopping?” she asked, fake horror in her voice. “Is this what Charlotte did to you?”

Nathan’s expression turned stony, and he looked away for a moment.

Silence.

“She’s still important to you, isn’t she?” Alice asked.

“The Charlotte I knew is. But she’s long gone and sometimes I doubt that I had anything real with her at all.” He tried to shrug, but he was laying flat against a bed. “In the end, I loved her. It wasn’t enough, and I leave her in my memories. Perhaps she should stay there. The Charlotte I met at Gharrick Pass had nothing in common with the charismatic woman I knew.”

“She’s changed since then,” Alice said abruptly. “I’ve spoken with her a few times over the wireless. I wouldn’t call her confident, but she’s definitely stronger than she was before.”

They lay together. Nathan was unwilling to continue this topic, but struggled to find a way to return to the previous one.

At least their surroundings were pleasant. The two of them were in Alice’s obscenely huge bedroom. Her bed was large enough for them to roll around and not worry about falling off. A table and sofas occupied much of the room. Bookshelves and ornamental cabinets covered the ancient walls. A wireless sat in one corner, which was a new addition since he’d last been here.

Soft humming filtered through the door, quiet enough that Nathan barely heard it. Alice’s bedroom had an entry hall between the room and the rest of the palace, and the protective wards surrounded the external walls of the entire suite. As such, the noises that Ciana made while waiting outside could be heard inside.

Given daylight had barely peeked through the windows, Ciana was here very early. Nathan knew she hadn’t slept here, although there was a large sofa that could double as a place to rest.

“I think I might know the real reason books talk up moments like these,” Alice said, breaking the silence. “Private time with you will be hard to come by. Everyone wants you. Narime mentioned you have a schedule.”

“That’s for convenience,” he said. “Anna doesn’t use it, and you don’t hear her complaining about me, do you?”

“Not about that, no.” Alice shot him a wicked smile. “I’m not telling you her secrets. They’re between two women, who now happen to share the same man.”

He huffed, pretending to be upset. “Well, you don’t need to worry about Ciana, anyway.”

“Bullshit,” Alice said. “I see the way she looks at you. Ciana wants you more than I did. Her clinginess will feel far less innocent once she joins us.”

“She’s dealing with rutting right now. There’s a reason she’s waiting before we have sex,” Nathan said.

“I know. And I’m saying that your schedule will become useless once you have both her and Fei involved.” Alice suddenly broke out into giggles. “I can’t believe this is something I’m talking about. I just became Empress, and the first major conversation I have is about how much sex my future husband will have with other women.”

Future husband, huh?

“Marriage. Let’s talk about that,” Nathan said.

“What’s there to talk about?” Alice asked. She ran a hand through her hair and sat up. The sheets fell from her body, revealing her beautiful curves to Nathan’s eyes.

“Timing. If the Diet—”

“Nathan, fuck the Diet,” Alice snapped. “I’m going to be Empress, Anna will be an archduchess, and we’ll marry you at the same time if we want to. Fyre is now claiming to be a literal goddess, so I’m sure she can administer our oaths.”

Nathan stared up at Alice, surprised at the heat in her voice.

“I don’t think asking Fyre to conduct our wedding will make her very happy,” he said.

“I think Fyre will be happy to do anything you ask her to do. As… disturbing as I find her at times, you have a leash on her.” Alice grimaced. “You’re the subject of her affection, so you likely don’t notice the way she completely ignores others. She’ll talk to us as the prophet, but you’re the only person she cares about.”

“She didn’t seem that bad last night,” he said.

“Really? Because she only spoke to me when she had to. In fact, I’d wager she’d completely clam up if I was the only person around. As a political figurehead, she’ll be genuinely painful to work with.”

This topic derailed fast, so Nathan returned to surer ground. “Are you sure about marrying me without the approval of the nobles?”

“What are they going to do, start another civil war?” Alice laughed. “I know you’re cautious, Nathan, but didn’t we just talk about changing?”

“Marriage is a big step.”

“Ah. So you’re scared of the ring.” Alice picked up his hand and ran her fingers over his. “Then why don’t we compromise. You pick out the rings, I choose the date.”

“Such an amazing compromise.” He finally sat up and stretched. “I do want to marry you, Alice, but I’m not in a rush to piss off the nobles or possibly other nations. Trafaumh might express an opinion.”

Alice didn’t respond. Instead, her cheeks reddened.

“Are you alright?” he asked, cupping her face.

“You said… You finally said you want to marry me,” she mumbled. “It’s always been me or Anna pushing you, but you finally said it.”

He squished her cheeks again. This time, she didn’t squeal and instead glared at him.

“I didn’t think that was in question,” he said. “What I want to do and what can be realistically done are just two different things.”

“Why not make them the same? I’m Empress and you’ll be the most powerful man in the Empire shortly,” Alice suggested.

“You haven’t been talking to the Twins, have you?”

“No, but I think there’s a difference between becoming the evil overlord they want and ignoring dumb politics for someone you love.” Alice smiled and rubbed his hand. “For me, especially. I almost can’t believe I’m really here.”

They lay together for another thirty minutes.

Eventually, Ciana interrupted them. She wheeled in a large platter of food.

Nathan was certain there were servants who could do this, but they were nowhere in sight. No doubt Ciana had chased them away.

“The kitchen served plenty of meat this morning,” she noted as she served up three plates. “I think Fei’s appetite last night terrified them.”

“They’ve dealt with her for days now. What changed?”

“She got hungry after the battle. You should have seen the atmosphere in the kitchen. The chefs looked like they were preparing for a war of their own.”

Alice giggled. “Maybe they’re right to. None of the Royal Knights eat anywhere near as much as Fei. Where does she pack it away?”

Ciana patted her chest, and Alice scowled.

“Nathan, do you like bigger tits?” the Empress asked.

“I’m a man of varied tastes,” he hedged.

“That’s a yes, then.”

“It’s an ‘I also like yours,’” he said.

Then, for good measure, he reached over and cupped Alice’s naked breasts. She gasped. Her face reddened and she looked at Ciana nervously.

The unicorn knight steadfastly ignored them. Instead, she placed a cleaned and pressed uniform for Nathan on a table outside the bathroom, then puttered about the bedroom for Alice’s clothes.

“I can choose my own clothes,” Alice said.

She shot out of bed and picked out her own underwear. Ciana shrugged, then opened a large walk-in closet. Dresses lined the walls inside, but the number paled in comparison to some wardrobes that Nathan had seen in the past.

Alice looked between Ciana and Nathan, then said, “Well, maybe some help with a dress would be nice. You were with Anna recently, right?”

“I helped protect her recently, due to the civil war,” Ciana said.

“Why don’t I have a shower while you pick,” Alice said.

Then she vanished into the bathroom.

Unwilling to miss his first chance to join her in the shower, Nathan slipped in as well. He murmured a “thanks” to Ciana as he passed, but she remained inside Alice’s closet.

When he and Alice returned, the clothes were neatly arranged and waiting for them. Ciana knew better than to try to dress Nathan, although she happily watched him in the process.

Nathan felt strange as he dressed in front of Ciana and Alice. Especially as the unicorn knight munched away at her sausages and eggs.

“Has anything changed?” he asked Ciana as he pulled together a plate of food. “It’s early, but I imagine we’re still busy.”

“Seraph confirmed that the last insurgents were dealt with late last night. The prisoners from the battle are in camp, awaiting processing. Sen already ducked off with Sunstorm to meet with the Lodge and thank them for their support. I think she plans to show off some of her magic to keep them happy,” Ciana said, staring into space as she mentally listed off recent events. “I also have a report from the Spymaster confirming where Tharban went.”

Nathan froze mid-bite.

“Where?” he asked.

“Straub. Your home. Or at least, your home in this world.” Ciana didn’t quite smile. “He’s missing a few Champions, including his most trusted duogems.”

Alice stopped eating. She placed her knife and fork on the side of her plate, listening silently.

“Did this come from the Spymaster or his agents?” he asked.

“The Spymaster. Her agent was surprised at the speed of the response. Apparently Tharban has gone to ground, so they don’t know how the Spymaster found him so fast.”

“I imagine that’s why he’s the Spymaster,” Nathan said drily. “I’ll ask Narime and Sunstorm to confirm the report.”

“You’re going to Straub, aren’t you?” Alice asked.

“Yes.”

“Now?”

“Once I’m confident this isn’t a trap.” He returned the look that Alice gave him. “The Spymaster’s actions are difficult to explain. Accepting them all at face value is dangerous.”

She nodded, then resumed eating. “Take the Twins.”

“Alice—”

“Nathan, Leopold was my uncle. I won’t let you leave behind your greatest assets out of caution. Consider this my first order as Empress. Take the Twins and bring Tharban to justice.” Alice’s expression darkened. “Consider yourself my judge in this matter.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said.

Alice slapped his hand before he could salute.

He smiled, then ran a hand through her hair. She murmured something inaudible.

“I’ll be fine, Alice. Let me worry about this. You have plenty of matters to see to, and a prophet to work with.”

“Be careful, Nathan. I love you.” She gripped his hand.

Confirming the report took most of the morning. Although Narime could teleport, doing so with Sunstorm slowed her down considerably.

However, she sent him a message over Alice’s mirror just before noon. Alice had lent Narime her mirror, allowing Nathan to communicate instantly with Narime.

“Straub’s military is on alert, but the town seems tense. There’s some sort of gathering in a village bordering the outskirts,” Narime said. “Sunstorm spotted one of Tharban’s Champions near the river. There are wards in place around part of the shore, which would match the Spymaster’s report that Tharban has holed up in a cave.”

“Good. Stay there and I’ll join you within an hour,” he said.

Placing his mirror back in his travel bag, Nathan noticed that his family mirror was still inside it.

Had he packed this? Or had somebody else put it inside the bag?

Nathan pulled out his family mirror. The jewels remained inert and nothing about it had changed. On the back was his family motto, signed by his mother.

Maybe he’d search for the other mirror in Straub. Gorthal had said that it was lost, but Tharban might still have it.

Nathan didn’t know much about communication mirrors, but direct channels of magic like this could penetrate wards. Having both in his possession would be useful. Plus, he could give it to a Champion and use it in the field.

After placing the mirror on the table, he left to assemble his Champions.

More than one of them would want vengeance. For Nathan, this trip had been a long time coming.

It was time for his homecoming and to settle a matter he’d left alone for far too long.


Chapter 34




With the Twins’ help, Nathan teleported directly to Straub. His Champions quickly spread out.

Given this was Tharban’s territory, he held nothing back. He left Seraph in Aleich to manage the military and brought everyone else here. That gave him seven Champions against whatever Tharban had left.

Of course, with Astra and the Twins by his side, this battle had already been decided. It didn’t matter if Tharban had a binding stone. In fact, given Tharban had likely bled his stones dry in the fight with Leopold, the chances of serious resistance were low.

Narime and Sunstorm appeared next to them within minutes of their arrival.

“This place doesn’t look like much,” Sunstorm said. “The guards are undermanned, and Tharban has a skeleton force in his castle.”

Nathan nodded, then looked over Straub itself.

A sprawl of buildings stretched across the hilly landscape. The industrial center of the town lay atop a brook that ran into the much larger river nearby. Straub was a manufacturing hub, rather than an agricultural one. The water-powered mills provided a low-cost alternative to magical manufactories, but they were an aging technology.

Farms covered much of the surrounding land. Villages dotted the hilly plains around them, but Nathan saw little activity on the farmland itself. Given how close it was to winter, this wasn’t surprising.

But he had expected to see some farmers tending to the winter crop. Straub was in the middle of one of the most arable areas of the Empire, and could easily sustain a winter crop of wheat. The villagers would be throwing away money and food if they didn’t plant one.

A stout keep stood in the center of the town. It contained the binding stone of Straub, but its aging walls and lack of defenses raised an eyebrow. Although Nathan didn’t know for sure, he suspected that Tharban had focused on internal defenses against demonic invasions. The keep only housed the defenders and Champions and also acted as a guardhouse.

The von Straub manor lay several miles to the north. It was a vast estate of wooded hills, wild game to be hunted, and had a small village dedicated to its servants.

“You’re sure he didn’t return to the manor?” Nathan asked Sunstorm.

“There’s a single Champion there, but she doesn’t even have a gem. Your brother is there, though,” she said. Her eyes flashed. “Can I—”

“No. We don’t know what’s happened here,” Nathan said, shaking his head.

“The farmers are gathering. I listened in, and they’re clamoring to overthrow Tharban. Or your brother, specifically. Word’s spread about our victory, but they don’t know their Bastion has already returned.”

“Unsurprising,” Astra said. “He used teleportation.”

Given the speed that Tharban had returned here, there was no alternative. Tharban had found a Champion capable of teleportation, and she had survived the battle. Straub was over a hundred miles from Aleich. Even on a fast horse, Nathan doubted Tharban could reach it in a single night.

“We’ll split up,” Nathan said. “If Tharban isn’t near his binding stone, this will be far easier. But he’ll flee if he realizes we’re here.”

Nathan used magic to summon a replica of the town, manor, and nearby river.

“You know the area well,” Narime said.

“I spent most of my life running this county,” he said. “Or my old self did. Coming back here is bringing up difficult thoughts.”

Sen frowned. “I thought you didn’t have to worry about that?”

“It’s only bothered me once before, when I first met Tharban in the palace,” Nathan admitted. “I think the memories are too strong to shut away. Everything else from before I arrived is like knowledge from a book, but Tharban…”

Anger boiled in his mind, and he suppressed it.

“If anything survived from the original Nathan Straub, it’s his lust for vengeance and raw hatred for Tharban. The fact I also hate Tharban only makes it easier for the memories to surface,” he said.

“Good news, you won’t need to hate him for long,” Nurevia said. “I can blow his balls off, right?”

“I get his head.”

The Twins tilted their heads, oddly synchronized.

“Wow, for a bunch of good guys, you’re looking forward to this,” Laura said.

“I like it.” Maura grinned.

Fei huffed. “He’s evil. Isn’t that what we’re here to do? Destroy evil and protect Doumahr? Then it’s right to kill him.”

“Sure, but you’re talking about blowing balls off and cutting off heads. Hey, Nathan, while you’re at it, why not fuck one of his Champions in front of the bastard? It’d be fucking hot,” Maura suggested.

Nathan stared at her.

“What?”

“Why the hell would you think I want to do that?” he asked. “For one thing, I have no plans to pull my dick out in front of the man. For another, I hate him, not his Champions. You’d be putting them through misery as well.”

“Err, pretty sure you’ll end up killing them to get to the old fuck,” Maura said.

“Maybe, but that’s battle. Rape is different. I won’t cross that line.”

“Cool. I’ll keep that in mind.”

For some reason, Maura seemed oddly serious when she said that. No doubt she planned to use that knowledge to tempt Nathan in a more intelligent way.

The more the Twins learned about him, the more dangerous they became. At some point, their whispers might not be so absurd.

Redirecting attention to the model he had summoned, Nathan explained his plan.

“We’ll split into two teams, plus someone to talk to the villagers,” he said. “One team will secure the manor and my brother. The other will capture the binding stone. Naturally, I’ll go with the binding stone team first, then teleport to the manor.”

“Do you want me to talk to the villagers?” Sen offered.

“Or me?” Fei asked, her ears twitching.

Nathan shook his head. “No. Straub is old land, and full of humans. The beastkin live farther out, or as servants in the manor. But the residents will react poorly to anything strange.”

“Thanks,” Sen said drily.

Sunstorm looked around, then scowled. “That means me, doesn’t it? I’m the only ‘normal’ human here other than you. Won’t they hate foreigners as well?”

“Maybe, but they won’t try to burn you as a witch,” Nathan said.

“Seriously?”

“No. But Tharban’s reputation is terrible. They’ll fear Sen, because she’s a sorceress. Nurevia and Astra are out for obvious reasons. Beastkin are looked down on, and Narime will look like one to them.”

“Obvious reasons?” Ciana asked.

“Uh, I may have been the local judge. And executioner. And sheriff.” Nurevia winced and looked away. “I’m not fucking apologizing.”

“Just keep your head down,” Nathan said. “Some of these people lost family members to you.”

The memory of Nurevia splattering people with a sledgehammer pumped full of her gem ability remained fresh in his mind.

“What about Tharban?” Narime asked.

Nathan pointed at the Twins, who had been ignoring them so far. Maura raised an eyebrow, then pointed at herself.

“You’ll erect spatial and magical wards around the area. I want you to block every form of teleportation you can imagine. Tharban isn’t getting out,” he said.

“Oh, right. Sure.” Maura shrugged. “If he runs out, do you want me to chop his legs off?”

“No. Just let me know.”

“Ooh, applying a personal touch? Man, I want to see you fuck this guy up so bad.”

“I thought you wanted him to have sex with one of Tharban’s Champions,” Narime said.

“Sure, but watching Nathan absolutely destroy some dude is still pretty good. I never got the chance to see what he’d do to Koji,” Maura said.

“Are we done?” Astra asked, uninterested in the Twins’ banter.

“Yes. Fei, Nurevia, you’ll handle the manor. Sunstorm, corral the villagers and find somebody for me to talk to. Maura, Laura, you know what to do. Everyone else, with me,” he ordered.

They split off with minimal fuss. Fei and Nurevia shot across the hills in a blur, while Sunstorm vanished in darkness.

The Twins walked to one side and began weaving complicated magic. Nathan eyed them carefully, but they ignored him.

If they raced off to one of Tharban’s other binding stones, he suspected he could stop them. Both were reasonably close—only twenty to thirty miles away—but the Twins hadn’t shown personal proficiency with teleportation.

Or if they were proficient, they hid it well.

Nathan entered Straub with his remaining Champions. Ciana remained by his side, a hand on her sword. Narime, Astra, and Sen were more carefree.

Nobody challenged them as they walked down the main street of the town. People saw them, then the uniforms and gems, and scattered. A few brave souls stood along the side of the street and watched. Some saluted.

Nathan wondered how many recognized him. He had ruled the town up until four years ago, but he suspected he looked different now.

For one thing, he had bulked up a lot based on Nurevia’s descriptions. He had been a bookish spellblade before. On the surface, his extra mass was explained away by the academy, but the truth was that a decade of endless warfare had forced him to retain a lot of lean muscle.

He was a soldier now, not a glorified accountant.

By the time he reached the keep, word had spread throughout the town. A crowd awaited him.

But they didn’t block the keep or the road. Instead, they stood on the corners of the road around the keep.

Every single person that Nathan saw wore his crest. He looked around, then up at the top of the castle.

When Fyre had created the crest, she had based it on the von Straub family crest. It consisted of a helmet on top of a shield and black background. The alterations added wings and beastkin elements, as if repudiating Tharban’s reputation while supporting Nathan’s claim to his family lineage.

He had never thought much of it before, other than being annoyed that it had happened at all. But looking around at the crowd, he understood how significant the crest’s design was.

Nathan had been disowned because he supported the local beastkin too much, not to mention that Tharban thought he was weak. Everyone here was a resident of Straub, and they wore a crest that looked almost identical to the one fluttering in the wind above them.

Except that this crest supported Nathan and the very thing that got him disowned. The people his past self had ruled still felt loyalty to him.

Deep inside himself, he felt something shift and change. Anger dissipated. Slowly, it vanished entirely along with something that Nathan couldn’t quite explain with words.

He still hated Tharban, but he realized it was his own hatred now. Not the ghost of a man he had replaced.

Finally, the original Nathan Straub felt at peace enough to be subsumed into Nathan’s consciousness. He realized that was what happened to Sunstorm. She lacked a separate entity in her mind because both versions had come to terms with each other.

“Hail Lord Nathan,” some of the crowd called out as he passed them. More voices joined them, and soon almost everyone saluted him.

The keep remained closed however. There were no signs of any guards anywhere. The walls and windows were empty.

“Astra,” he said.

She turned the front gate of the keep into splinters.

Inside, they found a few dozen cowering guards and two Champions. One was a monogem, and the other lacked any gems at all. Both leveled weapons at them.

Astra batted them both aside, but gently. The guards stood in place, as if frozen. Their spears shook in their hands.

“It’s over,” Nathan said. “Tharban Straub is being stripped of his title and lands. This keep is mine, as is the binding stone.”

Several long, painful seconds passed before the guards threw down their weapons. The Champions attempted to rise, but Sen bound them with magic. The monogem only had an amethyst and appeared to rely on enhancements. Neither were a serious threat.

Nathan ignored the closed gate to the portal. Instead, he used magic to search for the binding stone.

“It’s in the basement. Check for any hidden rooms or false floors if you can’t find it,” he explained.

“Aren’t you seizing it?” Narime asked.

“Not yet. If I take it now, Tharban will know and flee. Even with the Twins’ help, he might get away.”

Leaving them with his orders, he teleported to the manor.

This place almost felt nostalgic. A single-level mansion built from wood and stone lay between two hills. A low wall protected the entire estate, and a small cluster of sturdy buildings stood downhill.

A dozen guards kneeled on the ground outside the manor, staring at Nurevia in terror. She twirled a crossbow in her hands, but ignored them. Fei was nowhere to be seen.

The corpse of a Champion lay on the ground. Nathan ignored it and entered the mansion.

“Lord Nathan,” one of the guards called out, but he kept walking.

Inside, the servants cowered in a corner of the entrance hall. Fei scratched at her head.

Most of the servants were beastkin. Officially, they weren’t slaves.

But between the poverty of the region and the threat of vengeance from Tharban, what else could Nathan call them? If the beastkin fled, they’d die or come close to it.

Most of the servants looked unfamiliar. But a few of the older ones stared at him in shock.

“Lord Nathan?” one asked.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m back. Where’s my brother?”

“They’ve holed themselves up in the inner sanctum,” the servant said. “Are you really back? Is… is Count Tharban dead?”

“Not yet,” Nathan said.

The servants shuddered, as if Nathan’s words had chilled them to the bone. Even Fei gave him an odd look.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Nurevia appeared behind him. “Sunstorm showed up. Wants to talk to you.”

“It can wait. I have a family matter to deal with.”

The inner sanctum was a warded set of rooms, complete with an escape tunnel.

Fei incinerated the outer defenses effortlessly, consuming the barrier and the door together.

This time, the guards fought back. They were lifelong bodyguards of the family and expected to give their lives for their lord.

Once, that had been Nathan. Evidently they didn’t feel the same loyalty to him that the townspeople did.

Fei and Nurevia casually dispatched the bodyguards. Nathan stalked into the central office, where the escape tunnel was hidden.

To his surprise, he found his younger brother still inside the office. His name was Vane, but that hardly mattered.

“Tharban is no longer the count,” Nathan declared to his shocked brother. “The ownership of the land will be determined by the Diet and the Empress in the future. Until then, it will be under the care of Duchess von Clair.”

“This… this is a betrayal of the constitution,” Vane gasped out despite his fear. “A noble’s rights are immutable!”

“Not if they commit treason.”

Vane paled.

“Do you want to support the old bastard still? No? Then leave.”

“Seriously?” Nurevia spat. “This little shit sold you out to Tharban, stole your future, and all you have to say is ‘leave?’”

Nathan shot her a look, and she rolled her eyes.

“No matter who you are, I know you want vengeance,” the dark elf said. “Give me the order and I’ll do to him what he and Tharban had done to so many others.”

“But not to me,” Nathan said.

Nurevia remained silent.

“I’m not Tharban. In the end, this doesn’t matter. I have so many other fish to fry that wasting time thinking about a punishment isn’t worth it. If he does anything stupid in the future, then you have my permission to turn him into a stain on the ground with your gems. Until then, he’s just an idiot,” Nathan said.

Vane glowered at him, but his shaking body made it clear that resistance wasn’t on the menu.

“I’ll leave him to you.” He patted Nurevia on the shoulder.

“Uh, really?” she asked.

He gave her a look but said nothing.

This time, Vane got the message. He fled the room.

“Damn. And here I thought I’d at least blow his balls off.” The dark elf muttered something unkind in her native tongue. “I guarantee he’ll do something dumb.”

“If you’re that confident, hunt him down.”

Nurevia frowned, but didn’t chase Vane.

Nathan took that as a sign that his younger brother wasn’t a serious threat. Unsurprising. The worst thing Vane had done was run the county into the ground.

He left. Nurevia remained in the mansion, but Fei accompanied him.

“I think you underestimated the villagers,” Sunstorm told him when they walked outside. “Lots of beastkin there. Lots of anger. Lots of crests.” She patted the one on her own arm. “Even out here, they know about your connection to Fyre. They’re marching on Straub, but peacefully. I think they want to see you in person.”

“Later,” he said. “This has gone smoother than I expected. It’s time to seize the binding stone, then deal with Tharban.”

He did exactly that. Severing the binding stone’s connections with mental magic, he stole it right out from under Tharban. Unlike with Theus, he didn’t need to apply the least bit of effort. His newfound skills made his life far easier.

The moment he did, the Twins peppered his mind with mental blasts. Tharban was on the move.

Looking at his Champions, Nathan realized he needed to leave one behind to manage the keep and growing crowd outside.

“Sen or Fei,” he said. “I need one of you to stay here. The threat isn’t serious, but I need Narime to counter gem abilities and Sunstorm for her teleportation. You’re the only two I trust to keep things in order here.”

Both nodded, then eyed each other.

“Fei, you go,” Sen said. “Even if they think I’m a witch, I bet things will be easier for me. I just need to summon a huge ball of flames and they’ll all shut up.”

“I guess,” Fei mumbled.

“Go on. I doubt anything serious will happen. What does the Crimson Warhound have left? A single duogem?”

The decision made, they left the castle. Fei stared at the keep as they left, but managed to focus on their task.

“Is something wrong?” Nathan asked her.

“No. I just wish we had more Champions so that we didn’t have to split up so much.” Fei gave him a small smile. “You have so many knight candidates. Last night they were so excited about the victory. They fought and defeated Champions. I wish I could have offered them the reward they really wanted, though.”

“Which is?” Nathan asked.

“Um, I probably shouldn’t say.”

“Sex,” Narime said bluntly. “What else would a regiment of female knights who want to become Champions desire? I heard them chattering about how they wished their dashing and powerful Bastion fucked them all.”

Nathan looked at Fei, who blushed.

“Not all of them,” she protested.

“Fei, I’ve been jumped by more rutting wolfgirls than you might imagine. While you’ve done a good job keeping your knights in check, I know exactly how badly many of them want to fuck me,” he said.

She winced, then grinned. “Well, maybe you can?”

Nathan wisely chose to ignore that suggestion.

Once he started screwing the knights, then where did he stop? He struggled to find the time for the women he already had, let alone another thousand horny beastkin.

The Twins flew down as they approached the river. It stood on a cliff, and far below them was shoreline.

“Old bastard’s running for the hills. You should have a while before he reaches them,” Maura said.

“Then we’ll chase him down and end this. If his Champions surrender, let them. Otherwise, kill them.”

Everyone nodded, and then they leaped over the cliff. They landed on the far side of the river.

Sunstorm quickly found Tharban, and the group beelined for him.

Then things took a turn for the worse.

Flames ripped through the forest, fierce and thick. Smoke began to choke the sky. Nathan couldn’t see Tharban, but he felt the power of a nearby Champion.

“I’ll deal with this,” Narime said. “I suspect I’m the only one with the skill to put out a forest fire.”

Fei looked at Nathan, but he ignored her. Strictly speaking, Sen could have handled this, but it was what it was.

Farther in, the flames grew in intensity. Nathan blew away what he could with magic, leaving a charred wasteland before them. Nearby, Narime swiftly dealt with the Champion responsible. But the fire was already burning.

Then Tharban’s Champions attacked. As expected, there was only a single duogem.

Nathan remembered only three, but suspected there were two more based on recent occurrences. Nurevia had defected, and the sorceress and new amethyst duogem were dead.

That left the teleporter and a diamond duogem. Two monogems accompanied the diamond duogem, but the teleporter was nowhere to be seen.

Fei’s flames rippled outward, stopping the advance of the enemy dead. Sunstorm teleported behind one of the monogems, but found her blades ineffective.

Diamonds glowed in the enemy duogem’s collar. Nathan barely felt the barrier that sprang up over the monogem, but it was presumably powerful.

No wonder Tharban had remained alive. He had a duogem who could summon protective barriers on others.

Like father, like son, apparently. Ciana was surprisingly similar to one of Tharban’s duogems.

That fact didn’t escape the unicorn as she glared at her opposing pair.

“Uh, pretty sure he’s getting away,” Maura said.

If Nathan said the word, he could order the Twins to kill their enemies. Their spatial attack magic was more refined than Nathan’s and would likely make short work of the monogems. The duogem might survive if she protected herself, but the moment she died, the others were done.

But that left them no room to surrender. The Champions knew nothing about Messengers.

“Fei, Sunstorm, hold them back,” Nathan said.

Then he blasted the enemies with a powerful wind spell. Blood fountained up from both monogems as the duogem protected herself.

Then his Champions were on them.

“Do you know where he is?” he asked.

Maura nodded and told him the distance and direction. “Teleporting?”

“It’s not far.”

He cast the spatial manipulation spell. Astra, Ciana, and the Twins assisted in the battle while he did.

Right as the portal appeared, the duogem rushed them. She screamed in rage.

Astra shot in front of the enemy, her opals gleaming. Her fists slammed into the duogem, but failed to crack the barrier initially.

But the duogem stopped dead.

Taking the opportunity to leave, Nathan slipped through the portal.

Once through, he saw Tharban and a single duogem fleeing through the woods. They were far enough from the flames that they could move unimpeded, and that was plenty fast.

But Nathan realized that Tharban could run faster. He was moving at the pace of the jade duogem alongside him. Despite the exotic gemstones in her collarbone, she didn’t look like someone from Kurai.

“Her,” Nathan said to Maura.

Giggling, she summoned darkness over her arm. Then she cut the air.

The jade duogem collapsed to the ground, suddenly missing her legs.

Tharban stumbled, and his shouts of anger and frustration reached Nathan and company.

If this was all Tharban had, Nathan didn’t need Astra. He closed the portal, then closed in on Tharban.

The bear-like man stopped dead when he saw Nathan. Then he grinned.

“You,” Tharban said. “I should have known that you would come here. Well, what are you waiting for? Go on. Kill me. Take vengeance on your old man, who took everything from you.”

Nathan stared at the Crimson Warhound, who openly begged for death.

Fury bubbled up inside him. Once again, Nathan’s caution told him that killing Tharban would be a mistake.

But fuck, he wanted to so badly. Being cautious had gotten Leopold killed, allowed the civil war to spiral like this, and brought Falmir into the situation.

Had leaving Tharban alive had the opposite effect of killing Torneus? Or would things have truly been worse if Nathan just murdered him?

“What? No balls? Fuck, you’re such a useless little shit.” Tharban spat. “I still think you’re an absolute crock of shit. Tyrim and Gorthal carried you to glory. Now what will you do without them?”

“Do you want to martyr yourself that badly?” Nathan asked.

“Martyr? No. But I know that killing me will only hurt you.” The bastard grinned. “Sure, you won. But the west is in absolute chaos. The archdukes are dead, many Bastions will fight to the death to overthrow the current system, and Falmir’s armies are on our borders. The moment winter ends, it’s over. You need somebody who can hold the Nationalist faction together.”

“Griem.”

“Some fucking Champion? He’s not a noble, and he’s too cautious. I go down, and the worst elements burn brighter. Just like the Federation. You still haven’t put that fire out, which means I did my job well, huh?” Tharban said.

Ciana looked at Nathan, but he remained impassive.

Ice filled his veins now. He needed to make a rational decision.

Maybe Tharban was lying. Perhaps the Nationalists would collapse without a charismatic leader.

Maura’s arm slipped around Nathan’s back and she leaned close to his ear. “You know, you don’t have to kill him? There’s a way more reliable way to deal with a weak-minded little man like this.”

Laura giggled and copied her sister. “Yeah, why not solve things the succubi way? We’re here and all yours. Just let us handle him.”

Nathan looked between the two succubi. Their eyes seemed to glow with mischief and malevolence.

“What the fuck are you bitches talking about? Who the fuck are these sluts, anyway? I never figured you’d get beastkin sluts this hot,” Tharban snarled.

Nathan shut out the man’s fury.

Because it didn’t matter.

“Hell, if you don’t want us using our mental magic, do it yourself,” Maura purred. “You have the power and talent. I can even guide you.”

“Yup. Then he’ll be your puppet. It won’t matter what his dumb rebels think, because you’ll control their leader. Everything will be yours,” Laura said.

Ciana remained silent. When Nathan looked at her, she only smiled at him.

“No matter what you do, Nathan, I’m your Champion. Forever and ever,” she said.

For a moment, he swore that her iridescent horn shimmered with darkness. Then he blinked, and she looked as gorgeous as ever, complete with a normal unicorn horn. Emotions of trust and adoration poured across the mental tether he had to her mind.

“You’re right,” Nathan said, turning to Tharban. “I can’t kill you. Fortunately, I don’t have to.”

“What the fuck are you?” Tharban stepped backward, but stumbled and fell on his ass. “What heresy is this?”

“The sort that makes you pay for your treason. Doumahr doesn’t need another madman trying to destroy it,” Nathan said. “I’m its protector, and if I’m working with the prophet, I suppose I should make sure that you also protect Doumahr.”

Under the gleaming smiles of the Twins, Nathan cast the mental magic necessary for the safety of the world.

He felt a sense of relief that he had finally found the way to solve the Torneus conundrum, instead of being paralyzed by caution. And maybe, just maybe, he felt the cold joy of vengeance.
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Not long after, Astra and Nathan’s other Champions caught up. They carried Tharban’s Champions with them. Apparently, they had all surrendered, although at different stages of the battle judging from their wounds.

Narime stopped well short of Nathan, her eyes scanning over the scene.

Ciana leaned into Nathan, and the Twins hovered nearby with wicked grins plastered on their faces. Tharban glared at them but did nothing.

“Why haven’t you killed us?” Tharban’s remaining duogem growled.

The looks from Nathan’s Champions suggested they had the same question.

“It’s over,” Nathan said. “Tharban is exiled from Straub. The county will be the subject of the Empress’s will.”

“It would be yours if you killed him,” the duogem said. She ran a finger across her throat. “You’d get us and your inheritance in one blow. Are you really this cowardly? I saw the aftermath of the battle at Aleich. You could be a great man, greater even than your father. Just—”

“Enough,” Ciana said.

She stepped forward and glared at Tharban’s Champion.

“Falmir and Trafaumh remain serious threats,” Nathan said. “Try to make yourselves useful.”

“I fight for the glory of the Empire, not you, you little shit,” Tharban snapped.

The Twins snickered, then tried to act innocent when Narime and Astra shot them looks.

Nathan left Tharban there. The Warhound’s Champions appeared to be at a loss, but would likely figure things out at some point.

For now, Nathan dealt with the problems in Straub. He met with the villagers and told them that Anna would administer the town until the Empress made her decision.

“Empress?” one of them asked. “So it’s truly over? Princess Alice has taken the throne?”

Nathan hesitated, then nodded. He wanted to use Alice’s position to support her, even if she wanted to keep it a secret for now. By the time the rumors solidified across the Empire, she would be the true Empress.

In order to protect the portal, Nathan took control over the Champions who defended the keep. Tharban had abandoned them, so he doubted they were loyal to him.

At worst, he’d send Sunstorm back to finish them off if they caused trouble.

Finally, he contacted Anna over the wireless and notified her of what had happened. He stood in a small room in the keep, but had protected himself with many wards.

“The first thing I hear from you after the battle is an order,” she said drily. “I guess you really are the Emperor.”

“Alice spoke to you?” he asked.

“She spent an hour giddily talking about every moment of her time with you. I think it will take a while to get used to her desire to talk about your cock.”

Nathan let out a breathy laugh, unable to muster a real one.

But he had one final thing to ask Anna, “You know about everything else?”

A long pause.

“Why didn’t you kill Tharban?” Anger ran through Anna’s voice. “He killed Leopold. They were friends once, and both are Bastions of the Empire. How could you let such a traitor live?”

Nathan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His wards ensured he could be open here.

“I didn’t. Not truly.”

“Nathan, what did you do?” Anna asked.

“Tharban’s more useful to us alive—”

“Nathan.”

He sighed. “I used mental magic to manipulate him into supporting us. He still hates us, but believes that Falmir and the instability of the Nationalists is more dangerous. Eventually, we’ll need to remove him. But for now he’s a pawn that will ensure the Empire doesn’t go up in flames.”

“That’s it?”

“What?”

Anna laughed. “Tharban is a horrible monster, Nathan. He walked around with the tails of beastkin wrapped around him. How can I judge you for… controlling him? At least this way, he will do something useful for the Empire for once.”

Smiling bitterly, Nathan said, “It’s still a step I didn’t plan to take. I worry that this will make it too easy in the future.”

“With your personality? Nathan, I trust you. So do the others. I’m guessing that you haven’t told them?”

“Ciana knows.”

“You could burn down the palace and Ciana would still support you. She doesn’t count.”

He winced. At least he could count on Anna for a reality check. “I’ll tell them after this.”

“Good. Also, I expect a personal chauffeur to Aleich. You promised.”

He had. Now that Aleich was safe, leaving Anna behind wasn’t necessary.

After ending the call, he teleported everyone back to Aleich. Once safely in the palace, he gathered everyone together, including Alice and Fyre.

Then he explained what he’d done to Tharban.

Of the group, only Narime and the dark elves shifted uncomfortably. The Twins grinned in a corner and drew several glares.

“I commend you for being honest,” Narime said. “But are you sure this was the right decision?”

“Come on, he dealt with the chaotic bastard neatly. No huge collapse or continuing civil war. What’s not to like?” Maura taunted.

“Maura, shut up.”

“Oh, are you going to make me?”

He slammed the Twins with a mental blast. They collapsed to the ground without a sound. Both twitched a few times, before beginning to groan.

Maura grimaced at him, but remained silent.

“You should do that more often,” Nurevia said, then ran a hand through her lavender hair. She placed a hand on one exposed hip. “Look, this feels way too much like heresy—”

“It is,” Astra said.

“But I mean the real heresy. The Spires taught us that all mental magic was evil. Nobody else seems to think the same, though,” Nurevia said.

“I don’t approve of this,” Narime said.

“Neither,” Astra added.

“Given it already happened, I doubt Nathan is asking for approval. If I might offer my opinion, then it’s that this was necessary. None of us want a future where Nathan needs to start over again,” Seraph said.

The protesters clammed up. Narime’s tails lowered to the ground, and she gave a half-bow.

“I understand why you did this, Nathan. But I don’t like it. Please, talk to us next time,” the fox said.

“This wasn’t planned,” he said. “But I promise not to do it so rashly in the future, unless absolutely necessary.”

Narime sighed. “I suppose that is the best I can ask for.”

“Would you have done differently if you thought it would save Kurai?” Alice asked.

The fox stared at the Empress. “I wouldn’t have the force of will to even get in such a situation to begin with, Alice. That’s why I’m Nathan’s Champion, and he’s the Bastion. My role is to offer advice. In the end, he remains my mate and Bastion. So long as he remains committed to the same path, I’ll support him.”

Astra nodded. “Complicated. Don’t do it again.”

“That’s not what we agreed on,” Nathan said drily.

The glare he received told him that doing this again would be difficult.

But he knew that he might need to. If he’d used it in the past, the civil war could have been avoided. How many lives would have been saved?

Nathan had already allied with Messengers and was usurping the power of a goddess, all in the name of protecting Doumahr.

He only needed to make sure he remembered the reason he was doing this. The Twins wanted him to protect Doumahr by turning it into his plaything. That wasn’t his goal.

But what did he think would happen after he succeeded? What did success even look like? Could Doumahr remain safe without a single nation controlling it?

Over the next few days, Nathan ruminated on these thoughts while working. The civil war had died down to a mere simmer, but there was plenty of work to do.

Soldiers needed paying, Tharban’s cells rooted out, speeches given, and negotiations held.

Tharban hadn’t yet returned to the Nationalists. The more Nathan talked to those who were in control, the better he understood what Tharban meant.

Only Griem and his Bastion sounded reasonable. Many of the nobles continued to insist on a compromise emperor, despite the outcome of the battle. They had pulled their forces back and were being pursued by Milgar. No battles had occurred. But if this continued, another great battle would rip through the Empire.

If Milgar slaughtered thousands of soldiers in a second battle, would it reignite everything? The Nationalists intended to fight until the end. The remaining Bastions refused to even talk to Nathan, save for Griem’s.

Once Tharban got involved, Nathan knew things would improve, but his mind remained occupied by the topic.

Several days after he returned, Fyre approached him in his office—or at least, the office he used in the palace. Her wings fluttered around her nervously.

“I’m told that it’s time. My power has stabilized enough that she feels confident enough to explain everything,” Fyre said. “But not here. Maybe the wards at Gharrick Pass are—”

“No, I have another place we can talk. In fact, I suspect she expects us to meet her there,” Nathan said.

Fyre stared at him in confusion.

Rising from his seat, Nathan faced the wall behind his desk. He focused and summoned the dark blue door that now led to his mental world.

Fyre’s jaw dropped. “You installed a secret room already? But I thought you weren’t using the palace’s power until we officially coronated Alice?”

“This isn’t a secret room. It’s a gateway to the mental plane… or something close.” He scratched his head. “I don’t fully understand the way that mental and spatial magic combines to create these spaces. The Twins crafted mine. At some point I’ll need to learn how to do it myself.”

“I’ll… I’ll be entering you?” Fyre asked.

When he looked at her, she had a smug grin on her face.

“Be gentle,” he said, then opened the door.

“I hope I’m not too big,” she teased, then skipped through the white void in front of them.

His mental fortress was empty. The Twins wandered the palace now, as Fyre had vouched for them. While Nathan could lock them away, he chose not to. So far, they hadn’t done anything to make him suspicious of them. Extending a little bit of trust was the right thing to do.

“Wow. It’s so… meditative,” Fyre said, tilting her head. “It doesn’t really feel like you, though.”

“Really?”

“Do you ever come here yourself?”

He winced.

“Thought so,” Fyre said. Her red eyes bore into him. “You’re thoughtful, but you don’t go out of your way to devote yourself to thinking. In fact, I imagine that a quiet, meaningless place like this is the opposite of what you want. While I was with you, we practically had to drag you out of your office.”

Funny that Nathan had worried about the Twins understanding him too well, but Fyre already had him pinned.

As his world was empty, he walked over to the black door that led to Kadria’s.

“Can you see this door?” he asked Fyre.

She nodded.

“But not that door over there?” he asked, pointing to the plastic door that led to the Twins’ fortress.

“What are you talking about, Nathan?” Fyre’s eyes ran across the grass, unable to lock onto a door she couldn’t see.

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

Then he pushed open the black door and entered Kadria’s mental fortress.

The interior of a small house greeted him. It consisted of three rooms. One was a carpeted bedroom, another was a tiled bathroom that looked far more futuristic than anything Nathan had seen, and the last room was a combined kitchen and dining room with similarly futuristic appliances.

A small entryway had been added, which Nathan stood in. A spiral staircase stood in the corner, leading to an upper floor that hadn’t been here before.

Kadria sat at the dining table, picking at a plate of grapes. As always, she wore little more than black strips of cloth for clothing.

“I always wondered when we would finally have this conversation,” the succubus said with a smile, her eyes scanning over Nathan and Fyre.
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Nathan walked up to the table and took a seat opposite Kadria without saying a word.

Still standing in the doorway, Fyre gawked at Kadria.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Take a seat,” Kadria said.

“It’s you. I’m finally meeting you in the flesh,” Fyre whispered.

“Try not to get too excited.” The succubus laughed.

Fyre joined them at the table, looking between Nathan and Kadria in confusion.

Unsure if Kadria would start the conversation, Nathan instead used magic to summon three cups for them. Before he could fill them, Kadria flicked a wrist and three different beverages bubbled up from the bottom of each cup.

“How come I don’t get coffee?” Fyre asked, staring at Nathan’s.

“I thought you didn’t like coffee?” Kadria asked. “That’s why I gave you tea.”

“I can learn to like it,” Fyre mumbled.

Rolling her eyes, Kadria replaced the cup of tea with coffee for Fyre. The horsegirl beamed, then pretended to enjoy the coffee. Her eyes remained firmly on Nathan the entire time.

“So?” Nathan asked.

“You don’t seem surprised,” Kadria said. “When did you work it out?”

“Part of me suspected you all along, but that wasn’t enough to act. But the scene in the palace was too much. You possessed Fyre at the end in order to explain how to leave,” he said. “The encounter in the Enclave also made me deeply suspicious.”

“It did?” she asked. “I feel that I hid myself well.”

“Fyre’s mental attack was too similar to the one you used on me years ago.” Nathan sipped his coffee while both women stared at him. “Everyone’s mental magic feels a little different, and Fyre doesn’t hit like you. Whenever she uses her own mental magic, it’s more like… a pressure. By contrast, you hit like a bolt of lightning. While the Twins think you’re terrible at mental magic, I want to learn that.”

“I am terrible at mental magic,” Kadria said. “I make up for it with raw power. You don’t need to use sledgehammer blows like me. The way you pulled Tharban’s mind apart and then put it back together was sublime. A succubus can appreciate a mental touch like that, in more ways than one.”

Her foot stretched across the table and rubbed against his crotch.

“You should practice it on the Twins,” she suggested. “I bet they’d love it if you played with their minds while you fucked them silly.”

“Um…” Fyre gulped. “Are the two of you usually like this?”

“No, Nathan’s usually less serious. But he’s staring me down because I kept you a secret and he’s unhappy,” Kadria explained. “Consider this a side of him you don’t usually see.”

Fyre nodded repeatedly, an excited expression on her face. She turned and stared at Nathan intently.

“I am still surprised you came to this conclusion. What if you were wrong, and Fyre was controlled by Beatrice? Or possibly our true foe?” Kadria accused.

“Beatrice wouldn’t know enough,” he said. “The Twins said you had seen several cycles, you kept going missing after Fyre turned up, and seemed as intent on the civil war as Fyre.”

Kadria raised her cup in silent acknowledgment.

“So, is all of this your doing?” he asked. “From the start, did you intend on stealing the goddess’s power?”

“Yes.” Kadria placed her cup on the table. “I’ve been wary of talking about my plans, because I don’t believe anyone else knew that I understood how everything worked. Even though there are an uncountable number of me, I am closely monitored. A single slip-up and my former employer would reach out and crush me with a thought.”

“He does that?”

“There are always more of me in other worlds. Destroying every version of me that helped you wouldn’t be worth worrying about.” Kadria laughed. “Do you know how odd it is to talk with someone who sees you as one of an infinite number of clones?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t count. Believe it or not, I haven’t encountered you before. Unlike some people, you’re not a fixed entity. Many worlds don’t have you, or they have some equivalent that is far less capable. As far as I’m concerned, you’re unique,” she explained.

“Unique, but with an infinite number of myself in other worlds,” he said drily.

“You’ll go mad if you think too hard about that,” she said.

“But you have.” Nathan drained his coffee.

When he blinked, it had refilled. This time it seemed thicker and smelled far richer.

Nathan needed to learn how to make this stuff himself. It made the stuff he brewed taste like muddy water by comparison.

“I’m a pawn of a being that defies comprehension and delights in that fact.” She laughed bitterly. “Well, former pawn. I told you before that a new cycle was the key to escaping his clutches. This is why. By creating a new cycle, I could usurp the goddess’s power. As a Messenger I can be snuffed out with a thought. But she’s different. For all of my former employer’s power, he’s been attempting to consume this archetype for almost as long as I’ve served him.”

“The goddess is immune?” Nathan asked.

“Hardly. If she was, then would she be dead?” Kadria snorted. “But her power enables her to resist the outer beings such as my former employer. They cannot invade Doumahr directly without strengthening her, because her power increases to match theirs. That’s why Messengers need to connect to binding stones. If we don’t, then we invoke her true power. We’re like invasive critters, using the world’s power as camouflage against a goddess.”

Nathan drummed his fingers against the table. He felt that he followed the explanation so far, but there was definitely more to it.

“I suppose you want to know how I did this,” Kadria said.

“Given there are two prophets running around, and you’re only helping Fyre, yes.”

Fyre pouted. “Charlotte doesn’t matter.”

“On the contrary, she matters a lot,” Kadria said.

The succubus snapped her fingers and summoned a map in the air next to them. When Nathan looked closer, he saw a thin metal stand holding it up.

“This is Doumahr,” he said.

“Yes, the current Doumahr.”

Then Kadria snapped her fingers again, and the map changed.

First, the Houkeem Desert became arable. Then the landmass to the east filled out. Other islands and landmasses appeared in the expanding ocean. Ones marked by solid white sat at the top and bottom, and deserts lay across the entire map.

“What is this?” he asked.

“This is what Doumahr was,” she explained. “Back when the goddess first arrived. Before she became the goddess. I wasn’t deployed here, but I found records and older maps from then.”

Nathan stared at the map, soaking it in. Beside him, Fyre didn’t react. Evidently she already knew this.

“I’ve heard inklings that there is land across the sea or desert,” he whispered. “The elves claim to come from elsewhere. Narime once mentioned that Kurai was a smaller part of a grander empire and that her people came here by sea.”

“That’s all true. When this map made sense, this continent was ruled by humans who didn’t yet understand how to forge bronze. Huge tribes of beastkin roamed across the land, extracting tribute from terrified villages of agriculturally minded humans. The dark elves remained underground, and the faeries flitted about in their forests and mountains.”

“Then she came?” Nathan frowned. “Can I say her name yet? We’re with Fyre.”

“Don’t push it,” Kadria warned. “Fyre is protected but we are not. Drawing her attention in this space is unwise, even if she lacks power here.”

Nathan looked at Fyre. “Are you lacking in power?”

“Um, I can’t feel Omria’s strength,” she mumbled. “Even my gems have returned to normal.”

Fyre’s garnets gleamed red, rather than gold.

He nodded, then turned back to Kadria.

“So what changed?” he asked. “The goddess?”

“Eventually. I believe the Twins told you that my former employer consumes binding stones. Initially, that results in the wastelands that you know of. But over time, the very concept of the land crumbles. Without magic, even the earth erodes and the seas dry up. In order to protect the remainder of the world, a barrier cuts off the void.”

“A void?”

“A complete lack of all existence. It would destroy the world if left alone.” Kadria shrugged at his aghast expression. “The barriers separate it from us. Of course, it’s more accurate to say that we are separated from the void. There’s just so little left that Doumahr is more void than land, so you cannot leave.”

“You still haven’t told me what changed,” he said.

“Ah, yes. My apologies. You’re right to think that the goddess was the cause. But, tell me, what do you think a goddess is? What makes her a divine entity?”

“You’ve mocked me before for calling her one. The Twins call her the ‘slut goddess’ but seem to think she’s the real deal,” Nathan said.

Thinking back to a recent comment by the Twins, he recalled a definition.

“Maura said that she’s part of the world. Is that what divinity is?” he asked.

Kadria screwed up her face. “Ugh, Maura. It’s a symptom of divinity. No, immutability is what makes someone divine. If you kill her, she comes back. Not even the outer beings can consume her entire existence. This ‘goddess’ is entwined with the very concept of Doumahr.”

“You make her sound less like a goddess and more like… a force of nature,” Nathan said.

“That’s close enough. What you call a goddess is closer to a system. Messengers can be killed or forcibly merged with counterparts from other worlds. Anyone less powerful than us barely even registers as life in the cosmic scale of things. Beings such as my former employer defy definition, with a scale beyond that of even multiverses.” Kadria’s expression turned grim. “If you want to defy such a being, raw power is meaningless. How can one avoid being crushed the moment they rebel?”

“By becoming immortal?” Nathan suggested.

“Messengers can be considered immortal, but he can still consume us effortlessly.” She shook her head. “No. The key is to become a conceptual existence—something that cannot be consumed, destroyed, or controlled. Something that digs so deep into the fabric of reality that they cannot be separated from the world they are part of.”

“Immutable,” Nathan said, remembering Kadria’s earlier definition of divinity.

“Yes. That is what your goddess is: she is a system of Doumahr. Her existence sits alongside fundamental concepts such as physics, the flow of magic, and life itself. Even when dead, her power lingers. Not even the power of the outer beings can destroy her. My former employer’s territory is the space between worlds, but the goddess’s is the very concept of Doumahr. Consume a single Doumahr, and ten more take its place, all with the same goddess inside it.”

“And the potential to create more cycles, more prophets, and therefore create a Doumahr that resists your boss,” Nathan said, realization dawning in his eyes. “But how does she reincarnate then? Why doesn’t she reincarnate more often? In fact, how can she be killed at all?” Nathan asked, asking questions rapid fire.

“She can be killed because the goddess doesn’t truly descend. She’s a conceptual being. Imagine if gravity had sentience and could take form. Killing that form wouldn’t destroy gravity, because gravity is a fundamental part of the laws of physics.” Kadria bit the inside of her cheek while thinking. “If I called the prophets her ‘avatars’ would that make more sense?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“What about potential avatars?” Kadria chuckled. “The true downside of the goddess’s power is how she gained it. To become an immutable system, she bound herself to immutable rules. Us?” She pointed between Nathan and herself. “We can bend reality, step outside of Doumahr, and become lords over different worlds. But the goddess can only be absolute if she remains here, and she must play by the rules she defined when she became the goddess.”

“Is she really a goddess if she’s bound by rules?” Nathan asked flatly.

“We just talked about what divinity is. But I get your point,” Kadria said. “In order to become an undying conceptual existence that existed within Doumahr itself, the goddess had to limit her power. Her avatars can die. Her power increases and decreases in response to threats, which prevents the outer beings from destroying her directly but enables Messengers to sneak in. And, most importantly, her ability to create new avatars is restricted.”

Nathan turned and looked at Fyre. She smiled back at him and her wings fluttered.

“By avatars, you mean prophets. And it’s those restrictions that enabled you to steal her power through Fyre, right?” Nathan asked.

“Not steal,” Kadria corrected. “But yes, you’re correct. Fyre fulfilled all the requirements to become a prophet, other than being chosen by the goddess. So I ticked that box for her using your connection to Doumahr. That’s why I needed you. As a Messenger, I can never have a true connection to Doumahr.”

“You just said it’s good enough to sneak in,” he said.

“It is, but if you put on the uniform of an enemy country, does it give you all the access permissions of an enemy general? No. In the eyes of the goddess, you are one of her generals. I’m piggy-backing on your power.” Kadria grimaced. “I still am. Fyre needs your connection to the palace to sustain her position as the prophet.”

“Can’t she just take it away from me if I’m openly working with Messengers?” Nathan asked. “Shit, I would.”

Kadria tutted him and wagged a finger in front of his face. “Ah, you’re forgetting the rules. You’re thinking of the goddess as a normal person with great power. You’re an approved Bastion, in both worlds, and even have her blessing through the Empress.”

“Because Fyre coronated Alice. Isn’t that circular?”

“Hush. I may have cheated a little.” Kadria winked. “There was a reason I needed to remain hidden, Nathan. You took a risk with the Twins, but by the time you did it, I had already made my move. Before then, I don’t think the goddess truly understood what we were up to.”

“To be fair, I didn’t either.” Nathan frowned. “I guess you were right to keep me in the dark, at least back then.”

He hated admitting that. Hated even more that it justified his own decision to keep his Champions in the dark about many things he did and knew.

Sometimes, the truth was too dangerous to handle.

Kadria drained her cup. “In any case, I believe you understand what and why I’m doing this. Once we’re successful, there won’t be a difference between the goddess and Fyre. Our prophet will usurp her position.”

“That sounds a lot like stealing.”

“Fine, we’re stealing her power in the grandest of heists.” Kadria rolled her eyes. “But you understand, don’t you? The goddess’s power is limited, but powerful enough to resist my former employer.”

Pausing for effect, Kadria fixed Nathan with a serious gaze and said, “If we create a new cycle that doesn’t end in destruction, then it’s not a cycle. We’re about to create a new archetype. A variation of Doumahr completely independent of its history, where we control it, protect it, and live the life we were promised. The goddess’s power will be our defense, and we won’t be limited like she is. She can stop the outer beings and we can crush the Messengers. It will be a chess game that ends in our victory.”

Given Fyre apparently knew this already, Nathan took the opportunity to mull over what he had heard.

On the one hand, it made no sense. What was described sounded like insanity—stealing the power of a goddess and creating a split in history?

But he also saw the reasoning behind Kadria’s actions.

Just as Kadria had explained before, Nathan was in a never-ending game of chess, where his opponent could simply reset the board whenever Nathan won, but where loss was final for Nathan. At that point, strategy didn’t even matter. Nathan’s loss was inevitable.

But Kadria was certain she could change that and finish the game once and for all.

“What does your former employer think of this?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Doubtless, he’s noticed now that there are two prophets, but he hasn’t actively fought back against me. Perhaps he’s amused. Or maybe he thinks he can use this to finally claim his prize,” Kadria answered.

“His prize? You mean the goddess. Is he really after her and her alone?”

“Yes. A being with power such as his doesn’t appreciate being denied an infinite number of times. The goddess has created an archetype that he cannot consume and resists his power. To you, it looks like he always wins, but on the grand scheme of things, it’s an eternal stalemate for a being that always gets its way. I expect his interventions will escalate. Now that the goddess is returning, he has little reason to hold back.”

Nathan frowned. He had felt that was odd, but was unable to voice why.

“Does the goddess herself cause invasions?” he asked. “You said that her power increases to match your boss.”

“That’s right, but not quite. Her power increases to match his, but the reverse also applies. He holds back because he wants to avoid triggering a new cycle. But once that occurs, he can safely throw everything he has at her until she is defeated. The only thing he can’t do is use his power directly.”

Kadria flicked a finger at the map and it was replaced by drawings of various demons.

No, not demons. Messengers. Nathan recognized Thanatos, Kadria, Siv, and the Twins. They occupied the left-hand side of the canvas.

The right-hand side contained only shadowy silhouettes.

“You can consider the current batch of Messengers to be business-as-usual. A grouping of different people who can slowly escalate the chaos of Doumahr and eventually consume it. That’s because we don’t need to battle the goddess herself. We’re reliable and have dismantled innumerable worlds. But once a new cycle begins…”

Her finger pointed at the silhouettes. “The elites are deployed. I am one, technically. There needs to be a few of us available once a world gets too close to destruction, in order to prevent a new cycle from forming.”

“I still don’t understand that. Why can’t the goddess reappear whenever she wants? If the world is going to be destroyed, why not immediately reappear?” he asked.

“Because of those rules I mentioned earlier. The goddess doesn’t want to start a new cycle in a doomed world that she can’t save. What she needs is a world unstable enough to need a prophet, but stable enough that she can swoop in to save it. For this reason, her prophets have always been a new race. Before the faeries, she represented the elves to the east, which is why many of them migrated to what is modern-day Arcadia. Before them, the mystic foxes of Kurai. I could go on.”

“I kind of want you to,” Nathan said. “This contradicts everything I thought I knew. What is the Pearlescent Canyon, then?”

“It’s where her prophet demonstrated her power for the faeries. I imagine the legend grew over time.” Kadria shrugged. “My point is that every prophet doesn’t appear to fight back Messengers. They appear to create a new world order that the goddess uses to protect Doumahr. The faeries held dominion over the world. Then she created the Anfang Empire in their place. Fyre fulfills that obligation for the beastkin—a race oppressed by the former rulers of the world, crying out for a messiah to take them to the Kingdom of God. Or the goddess, I suppose.”

Nathan felt a chill run down his spine. He refused to look at Fyre, although he imagined she was looking right at him.

“If a prophet needs to be from a new race, then how did Charlotte become a prophet, then? Or is she a fraud?” he asked.

Finally, he would hear the one thing he truly needed to know about.

“I… don’t know. Everything I’ve learned over the many, many worlds and cycles I’ve seen suggests this is impossible. The princess isn’t a special entity in most worlds. Perhaps this is an emergency rule she established that I’ve never witnessed. I don’t think I’m the first to attempt this.” Kadria frowned. “Her level of preparedness definitely suggests that. I’ve been battling the goddess for much of the last few years, despite my seeming inactivity. Without your help, this would never have succeeded.”

“Good to know I make a fantastic heretic,” he said.

“The best heretic.” Kadria’s foot rubbed along his crotch again. “Honestly, I should reward you.”

“Not now,” he said. His eyes flicked to Fyre, then back to Kadria.

“Oh? You don’t want the little prophet to see me sucking your cock?”

Fyre’s eyes widened. “You’ve done that?”

“Many times. I imagine you’ll eventually get your chance.”

The horsegirl pouted but remained seated. Although she stopped drinking her coffee.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Let me summarize, then. You’ve made Fyre into the prophet, which is only possible because of the chaos of the civil war. This is because you want to steal the goddess’s power, because it’s one of the only things strong enough to stop your former employer. Except it hasn’t gone as well as you hoped, because Charlotte has emerged as another prophet and your former employer will start intervening more. Correct?”

“Yes. I’m glad you followed me. Because there’s more to come.”

“I don’t think I can handle more. My head is about to explode,” he muttered.

“This is simpler stuff. The goddess has been trying to get into your mind recently. I don’t know how or why. But I feel it comes back to legitimacy. Right now, Fyre’s power comes because you support each other. I don’t know what makes a prophet stronger, other than access to the world through binding stones and the palace. But our enemy does. If she desires legitimacy, then we need to pursue it.”

“Trafaumh,” Nathan said. “They’ll be torn between two prophets. If we convince them that Fyre is the real one, then the greatest churches on Doumahr will be in our camp.”

“Don’t forget the Spires and Arcadia,” Kadria warned.

Rising, Nathan brushed himself off. “I won’t, but I think focusing on the west is more important. We’ll talk about this again. But Kadria…”

He glared at her.

“We’re partners. You’ve said it yourself. Now that I’ve felt the goddess’s gaze, I understand your caution, but I refuse to be left in the dark. I’m not a weak little Bastion anymore. Things are different now,” he said.

Kadria met his gaze, then licked her lips. “Yes, they are. Take care, Nathan. Remember to return and claim your prize.” She made an obscene gesture with her hand and mouth, causing Fyre to pout again.

Nathan picked up the horsegirl by the scruff of her jacket and pulled her up.

“Isn’t it your prize?” he countered. “I can get one from the Twins whenever I want.”

“Perhaps. But I know that you prefer mine.”

He left without another word, dragging Fyre with him.


Chapter 37




With more knowledge of what exactly was going on, Nathan put Fyre and his Champions to work. He and Alice needed to quell the remnants of the civil war.

If Charlotte really was a puppet of Omria, then Nathan needed to prepare for war with Falmir. Strange feelings welled up within him over the idea of leading a nation against his true homeland, but he suppressed them.

The day after he spoke with Kadria, he prepared to pick up Anna from Tartus. Her report suggested things were going well, but he needed to make sure of that.

Above all else, he was Anna’s Bastion. If he couldn’t defend the territory he pledged to protect, then how could he hope to protect the Empire, let alone the entire world?

Alice saw him off as he headed to the sole remaining gateway in the city with the Twins and Ciana.

“I know you’re not going far, but take care,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

He caressed her cheek. “You shouldn’t be so worried. I’ll be back in time for dinner, so we can watch Fei terrorize the kitchen.”

She giggled, but it was half-hearted.

“Something’s wrong,” he said.

“Grandpa’s been sleeping a lot more,” she admitted, looking away. “I’m hoping to spend time with him tomorrow, but it’s difficult knowing that any day might be his last. What will be the last words I say to him? What will I remember him as?” Tears welled up in her eyes.

“He adores having you around. Focus on that,” Nathan said. “Ask him if he’s interested in another game of chess.”

Alice nodded, then peeled herself off him. “Go on. I’ll hold you to your promise.”

He left. The gateway was in a nearby mage tower and kept a close secret. Harrum had likely been involved with setting this up.

The civil war had forced the Lodge to shut down almost all gateways out of the city. Reestablishing them would take months and transit in and out of Aleich would be greatly affected, to say nothing of nearby cities and towns. Communications weren’t badly affected, as the wireless had replaced most letters, and the cheapest ones on the automated carriages never used the gateways.

After passing through the gateway, Nathan was close enough to Castle Forselburg to teleport. From there, he would use the gateway within his own castles to travel to Tartus.

His soldiers cheered him as he returned through the gate. Seraph had sent word to them that he’d return this way, so they didn’t suspect he was an imposter. The senior officers turned out to salute him and ranks of uniformed soldiers lined up along the outer courtyard of the castle.

He wryly realized this was how his soldiers greeted powerful nobles such as Anna.

Kara met him outside the gateway. She saluted him, her tail wagging behind her.

“My lord, welcome back,” she said.

He ruffled her hair and she gasped, then leaned into his touch.

“I won’t be back for long, I’m afraid. Hopefully, I can establish a gateway between the palace and Gharrick Pass so that I don’t stay away for long. I don’t plan to leave you and the other Champions by themselves,” he said.

“Did you want a report on portal activity?” Kara asked, eagerly following him toward the gateway. “Or do you want me to hold on to the reports for now?”

“Has anything major occurred?”

“There was a large-scale invasion of Fort Taubrum. Given it was the first we’ve seen of that scale, I felt it was important,” she said.

“It was.”

Her tail wagged even harder, if such a thing were possible.

“Did Harrum get a reading on the invasion? If it’s increasing in intensity, then it might be a sign of Messenger activity,” he said.

“He’s checking for that. So far, he doesn’t believe that to be the case. Unfortunately, we don’t have enough data to be certain. The information we received through the leylines before Thanatos invaded the Spires is incomplete.”

Nathan nodded. “Keep a close eye on things. If you see any signs of physical changes in the portal or a Messenger, contact me immediately. I’m able to move around more.”

“I will,” Kara said. She bit her lip. “Are… are you going to be staying at the palace in the future?”

“We’ll see. Like I said, I’ll establish a gateway to it. You’ll be seeing plenty of me, Kara. Don’t get your hopes up about leading your own pack.” He winked at her.

She giggled, but then stepped away. Her arms seemed as though they were restrained behind her back and almost vibrated with energy. “Thank you, my lord. Um…”

“You can hug me, if that’s what you want.”

Kara then attempted to crush his ribs and shatter his spine. Heaving as deep a breath as he could manage, Nathan scratched behind her ears. She sighed, rubbing her head beneath his chin.

Then she pulled away and saluted. “As always, I’ll be here when you need me.”

Although Narime had been keeping an eye on the reports from Kara, Nathan felt better checking up on them in person. He responded to Kara’s salute with his own, then left for Tartus.

The city had changed since his last visit. Few soldiers were visible and the markets were as active as ever, if not more so.

Only the palace showed visible signs of the ongoing civil war. Knights patrolled it alongside the palace guard. Entry was heavily restricted, although the knights let Nathan through with little more than a salute and a wag of their tails.

“You know, if you master spatial and life magic, you can probably make a super harem,” Maura noted, her eyes locked onto the wagging tail of one knight. “A few thousand women would be a nice start.”

“Even if it was possible with magic, I think I’d go insane fulfilling the needs of thousands of women,” Nathan said.

“No, no, they fulfill your needs,” Laura corrected. “What kind of man doesn’t want to bang every hot woman they can get their hands on?”

A sane one, Nathan imagined. At some point, he knew that the sex would become tiring and boring. He would also lack any sort of emotional connection to most of them. His knights saw him more as a sex symbol and powerful mate than a genuine lover. In the past, he had learned that there was a large gap between the beastkin who wanted him as a lover and those who only wanted to fuck.

Anna, Vera, and Torneus resided in Anna’s study. Cups of coffee and a map covered the table. Several aides read reports or took notes. The wireless occasionally spat out the voice of another duke.

Catching his eye, Anna waved for him to wait a minute. From experience, he expected that minute to be close to an hour. So he fetched his own coffee and settled into a seat near the back of the room. The Twins summoned their colorful devices and lay on the floor, while Ciana stood until Nathan forced her to sit.

The meeting appeared to be a status report on the region. Nathan listened in, realizing this could shortcut much of the conversation he needed to have with Anna and Vera.

“Are we sure that this… Grand Lord Count Aramaise IV won’t surrender?” Torneus asked, somehow pronouncing that absurd title with a straight face.

“I’m sure,” Vera said. “He and his Bastion lover are holed up in their keep. I’ve surrounded it with my constructs and I think they’ve run dry on magic, but the only remaining step is to crack it open.”

A voice crackled over the wireless. It belonged to Duke Ilmarn, who ruled the duchy that bordered the Houkeem Desert to the east.

“Then do it. He’s not even a real noble,” Ilmarn said.

“That’s exactly the problem,” Torneus said. “We can’t make an example of too many more of the opportunistic rebels. They’re popular. People feel that they might be able to become a noble, and if we brutally crush them, then they’ll resent us.”

“Then what? Are we just going to let him thumb his nose at us?” Ilmarn asked.

“He has one of the few remaining rebel Bastions. I can hold him at bay for weeks if I have to,” Vera said.

“I’d prefer if you could focus on the mercenaries pushing westward,” Anna said.

“I thought you asked Kara to deal with that?”

“I did, but she’s been busy with portal invasions. She’s faced two since Nathan left.” Anna sighed, then looked at Nathan. “With so much activity, I’m worried about what’s happening to the other portals. Not every Bastion joined us. What if demons invade their portals?”

This sounded like his business, so Nathan stood up and joined them. The trio waited patiently for him, and even shushed those on the wireless.

“Harrum and the Lodge should know how to lock down unguarded portals,” Nathan said. “If they can’t get to any within a week, have a Bastion claim the binding stone.”

“What if the Bastion isn’t ready?” Torneus asked.

“Do it anyway. I’ll handle the cleanup.”

“I’ve heard that it’s difficult to transfer binding stones,” Torneus said, meeting Nathan’s gaze.

“It was. I’ve learned an effective technique. Just make sure the Bastions know some of the binding stones are only theirs temporarily, until we train up more Bastions,” Nathan said.

“Shouldn’t the academy be churning out plenty of Bastions?” Vera asked.

“I doubt the academy has been working effectively for years. Candidates need noble approval, and the Nationalists would have frustrated many appointments. Emperor Gorthal could only intervene in so many.”

The group nodded, then moved onto other matters.

As expected, Anna’s “minute” turned into nearly two hours. Afterward, Nathan joined her on the main sofas. She planted herself in his lap, stretching out across the plush cushions.

The aides were still cleaning everything up, and Torneus was nearby, but Anna didn’t care.

“I take it everything has gone well enough?” he asked everyone.

“The last time I worked this hard, I still had all of my hair,” Torneus drawled. “But yes, it has gone well. News of your crushing victory led to a spate of surrenders and we’ve taken control of almost every lost acre of land.”

“I think you scared the shit out of them by winning so easily,” Vera said. “Most of the rebelling Bastions fought like demons. Then magical crystals began to be spread to many of the hedge mages supporting the rebels, containing a recording of the Battle for Aleich. Sen’s inferno tornado was the main star.”

Nathan frowned. “I would have thought that would have the opposite effect. Her spell was fairly brutal.”

“Yeah, and now you’re free to send her here and cast it on the Federation. Hence why they all started paying lip service and gave up.” Vera smirked. “I’m getting the hang of this Bastion thing. Even without a Champion, I can do a lot with the summons. They just need a helping hand outside the fort.”

Given binding stone summons relied entirely on the power of a Bastion, Vera must have worked out an effective technique to power so many away from her binding stone. Nathan had always struggled with the drain if he took his summons too far from their source.

“If everything is in hand, then we can head to Aleich,” he said.

“Wait, we’re leaving already?” Anna asked.

“I promised Alice I’d be back by dinner.”

“You are so whipped,” Laura chirped. “Shouldn’t fucking an Empress make you manlier?”

“I dunno. He did pretty well in Straub,” Maura said.

Laura raised her head and made an O with her lips. “Oh, yeah. That was hot. Nathan, can you do that more often? I like the darker, edgier you. Maybe try sitting on the throne more often.”

Nathan steadfastly ignored them.

“I am impressed that you can put up with that,” Torneus remarked.

“You learn how to tune them out.”

“I can give you something you can’t tune out, if you prefer,” Maura purred.

Ciana placed her foot on top of the succubus’s head and pushed it down.

“And sometimes it helps to do that, yes,” Nathan said. “Anyway, I did tell Alice that I’d be back within a few hours. Is there anything vital remaining? I’m wary of staying away from Aleich for any length of time.”

“It’s that bad, huh?” Vera asked.

“Things have become vastly more complicated recently. War with Falmir is coming,” he said.

Torneus and Vera straightened up.

“After winter, I presume?” the old schemer asked.

“I don’t know when. It’s possible they’ll do something foolish and invade now. Falmir has survived a coup, but that’s only the beginning. They might make a rash decision and try to seize Aleich.”

“But it’s safe?” Anna asked.

“For now, yes. The sooner we resolve the civil war and recall the Diet, the sooner we can prepare the Empire for the next war. If Falmir invades before then, we’ll still need to be in a position to muster armies,” Nathan said.

“Go,” Torneus said, and Vera nodded. “If matters are this dire, perhaps it’s worth the risk to put a stop to the remaining rebels now.”

“We’ll talk about this once I settle into Aleich. I still have the wireless,” Anna said.

Anna swept into her room and returned seconds later with a bag. One of the aides attempted to help her, but was cut off by Ciana.

The trip to the castle was short, although Nathan didn’t use spatial magic to teleport there. He felt that misusing ascended magic would bite him in the ass one day, so he didn’t.

Once they were safely out of sight of the knights and other hangers-on, Anna tackled Nathan in a hug. One of her hands ran through his hair before pulling his head down. He allowed her to crush their lips together. His hands slid lower on her body.

“I know you’re more daring than this,” Anna said, ignoring the three other women watching them. Her hands gripped Nathan’s and pulled them beneath her dress, then up so that he gripped the flesh of her bare ass. “Like this.”

“You seem a little repressed,” Nathan said.

“Oh, it’s just that my future husband hasn’t been near me in a week and I’ve been forced to listen to another woman talk incessantly about how hard he fucks her,” Anna said. “Nothing serious.”

“For you,” Laura said. “Think about us. None of us get any at all.”

Anna flipped her hair with a hand and smirked at them. “That sounds like a ‘you’ problem. Although Ciana will be enjoying him soon enough.”

The horsegirl in question smiled faintly as her cheeks reddened. She didn’t look away from the current scene, however.

“So, you agree with Alice’s idea that I marry both of you?” Nathan asked.

“Well, you either marry me and become Nathan von Clair, or you marry both of us and become… actually, I don’t know. I imagine you’d become Nathan von Straub again, now that we’re changing everything. Alice will remain part of the Arangar family for appearances, but you can’t because she doesn’t have the rights to the inheritance.” Anna bit her lip in thought. “I doubt Alice is that attached to her surname, but I don’t want to give up on mine. It’s proof that I brought my family back from the brink and that all of my father’s plans paid off.”

“Your plans,” Nathan corrected. “You did everything after you became a countess. Did he ask for a Bastion? Or march with me on the Federation?”

“No, but…” Anna trailed off. “It’s important to me. If I remain a von Clair when I become archduchess, doesn’t that justify everything my family tried to do in Gharrick County? I want that social proof. I became archduchess as Anna von Clair, and I want it to stay that way.”

“That’s fair.”

“You don’t mind?” she asked, eyes wide.

Nathan laughed. He shifted his arms before picking Anna up and twirling her around. She squealed and attempted to slide closer to him, but eventually gave up.

“I do love you, Anna, and you’re adorable, but sometimes you don’t think far enough ahead,” he said.

“I pay you to do that for me.”

“You don’t pay me at all. In fact, nobody does,” he said. “But my point is that you’re talking about the importance of names, when mine isn’t even my real one. I was born Nathan Martel, and I’ve spent a few years as Nathan Straub. Both names are attached to noble families I don’t care for. Whether I become Nathan von Clair, Nathan von Arangar, or Nathan von Milgar isn’t anything for me to worry about.”

“Oh, right. You could take the von Milgar name, even if Alice doesn’t. When you marry her, you’d marry into her family. Whatever name she uses publicly doesn’t matter,” Anna mused.

“I don’t think you listened to a word I said.”

“I did. You told me that I can choose your name for you.”

“I repeat myself.”

“Oh, hush, Nathan. I get it.” Anna smiled. “But let me have a little fun. There’s been precious little of it lately.”

He nodded, then set her down. Immediately, she pressed her lips against his. Her hands wandered lower and squeezed his ass this time.

“Yes, I’ve missed this,” she said, her voice muffled against his mouth.

Once they returned to Aleich, Nathan made a beeline for the palace. He needed to explain a few things to Anna, and also cement their next move with Alice and Narime. The Nationalists were weakened due to Tharban, but hadn’t fractured. He wanted the women with political expertise to debate and choose the right move to make, before it was too late.

However, things took a turn for the strange at the palace doors. They were wide open, which had become normal recently, but the mass of knights standing in formation wasn’t. Royal Knights mixed with Fei’s elites.

“Lord Nathan, you’ve returned,” one of the officers said, greeting him with a salute. His eyes ran over the Twins. “You may wish to use an alternative entrance. We have… guests.”

Nathan reached out with his magical senses, then cursed.

“I’ll be fine. Follow your orders,” he said. No doubt Seraph or Fei had taken charge. The knights wouldn’t deploy like this on their own.

Nathan walked forward. The knights neatly formed a path for him and the others, their boots clattering on the stonework. A thundering salute echoed throughout the grand hall as Nathan strode in.

At the far end, by the throne, Alice met with a delegation from Trafaumh. Fei, Nurevia, and Astra stood guard beside her. The soldiers and Champions from Trafaumh looked around nervously.

“Inquisitor Baudelaire, once again I must ask why you are here,” Nathan boomed.


Chapter 38




“Revered Bastion Nathan, it is good to see you healthy and wise,” Baudelaire said, leaning on her cane as she turned to face Nathan. “It is a shame that cannot be said about everyone.”

Anna winced and looked away, but maintained stride next to Nathan. He stalked across the hall. The guards from Trafaumh stepped aside without a word or a gesture, leaving a clear path to Baudelaire. Priestesses stood among them, staring at Nathan with hooded eyes as he passed. Many of the delegation’s members were beastkin, he noticed, including all the priestesses.

Did Baudelaire think bringing beastkin would please Nathan or Alice? Unlike the Empire, Trafaumh still retained the practice of beastkin slavery.

Only three members of her delegation remained by her side: Bastion Deverese and his two Champions, Ester and Ysabelle.

“War has been kinder to some of us than others,” Nathan said, finding himself speaking formally out of instinct. “Is that why you’re here?”

“No. Although I won’t pass on the opportunity to remain here if allowed, even in a personal capacity, if it means I can attend the funeral of a dear friend,” Baudelaire said.

Given Gorthal’s reaction to the inquisitor and the presence of Mae, Nathan genuinely wondered about that. Even Tharban and Leopold had supposedly been friends on Kurai.

“The prophet, then,” Nathan said.

“Indeed. Now that the capital is safe once more, I can finally undertake my investigation. It was a genuine shame that it was halted so quickly, as the prophet immediately sought out Omria’s old palace.” She paused. “Where is the prophet, may I ask? I can sense her presence, but she has yet to show herself.”

“As I was saying, Inquisitor, the prophet is a guest of the Empire, but we do not command her. It would be deeply insulting to Omria and her greatness if we tried to,” Alice said.

Nothing scratched against Nathan’s mental barriers. That confirmed his suspicion that the cause was when one of his Champions spoke Omria’s name aloud. Those without a connection to him were fine.

“I did not mean to imply that you had power over her,” Baudelaire corrected, frowning as she chose her words carefully. “Merely that I wish to meet with her, and you may be able to facilitate that request. I have a great many questions for her.”

“That’s almost certainly why Fyre is avoiding you,” Nathan said drily.

Deverese scowled at him, which caused his Champion, Ester, to follow suit. At least Ysabelle didn’t become pissy because Nathan referred to Fyre by name.

“I’m her Bastion and her friend,” Nathan said, returning Deverese’s glare. “This isn’t Trafaumh. If Fyre wants me to call her by name, then I will.”

“Does she want you to?” Baudelaire asked.

While Nathan hadn’t confirmed as much, he was absolutely certain she did. Trying would likely cause her to become deeply upset. Right now, that was something he wanted to avoid. Fyre seemed erratic and emotionally driven, and was also the lynchpin of Kadria’s plans.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure she does,” Laura said.

“Yup. That prophet is a huge—”

Ciana tripped Maura from behind, cutting off her words with a scream. Nathan followed through by stunning the Twins with mental blasts, and they moaned on the ground, motionless.

“What in Omria’s name was that?” Deverese snapped, his hand on his rapier.

“Amusing,” Baudelaire said, her face suggesting the exact opposite. “These are your pets, then. The famous Messengers that you have tamed.”

Alice froze, but fortunately nobody was facing her.

“Yes. We call them the Twins, for obvious reasons,” Nathan said. Lying wouldn’t help now. “Tamed or not, they say whatever they like. You learn to ignore them.”

“I can imagine,” Baudelaire said. “It’s tiring to be surrounded by stupidity, but life is nothing if not a gauntlet of idiots and foolish ideas.”

“You sound tired, Inquisitor,” Nathan said.

She laughed. “I have been tired for so long that I’ve forgotten what it was like to feel refreshed. Life goes on, as it must, and I continue my service to Omria. You would do well to remember that. Perseverance is a virtue with far greater value than talent, patience, or fortune.”

Coughing, Alice attempted to draw the conversation back on track. “If you would like, Inquisitor, I can extend you accommodation. Should the prophet deign to speak with you, then I shall also provide whatever rooms you desire.”

Nathan had already sent Tarkan on his way in recent days, so there was no danger posed by allowing Trafaumh to stay. The merchant had provided the location of the gems he promised, and Narime had retrieved them using teleportation.

“I shall take you up on that,” Baudelaire said. “I did have a question for you, Revered Bastion. Two, in fact. Although you might consider the second a request.”

“Ask,” Nathan said.

“My request is simple. Many years ago, I lent Leopold a Champion, Mae. She has been in the Empire’s service since—”

“No,” Nathan interrupted. “There is a difference between embellishment and lies, Baudelaire. Even if you came to an agreement with Leopold, you didn’t make the decision for Mae. She’s under my protection. Do not test me.”

Deverese gritted his teeth, but kept his cool. Had he always been this rash?

Probably. Nathan had acted the same way when the Aurelian Council spoke down to Charlotte in his world. Both he and Deverese had been arrogant, angry little shits with little knowledge of how the world truly worked.

Baudelaire merely leaned on her cane. Her eyes scanned Nathan’s, before the edges of her mouth tugged upward.

“My, my. You do lend great credence to my belief in you,” she said. “Do you know what Mae is?”

Nathan shrugged. “Does it matter? Mae is under my protection. And I’m in a position to learn much more about you than you expect.”

“I doubt you know what I expect, Nathan,” Baudelaire said. “But very well. I shall leave her in your care. My next question is a simple one: have you heard the rumors coming out of Falmir?”

Initially, Nathan wanted to deny them. If Baudelaire was forced to investigate Charlotte herself, it would buy time to solidify Fyre as the true prophet.

However, the others in the room reacted for him. Alice and Anna retained their poker faces, but Fei, Ciana, and the Twins gave the truth away.

Baudelaire’s eyes twinkled as she took in the reactions to her question.

“I have. You can imagine that I don’t take them seriously,” he said.

“You’re that confident in the assessment of your pets and a single spirit?” she asked.

“No. I’m confident because I’ve witnessed the prophet’s power. If you felt the aftermath of her magic during the battle, or how she repelled an attempt to seize control of the palace, you’d agree with me.”

“If I could feel her power, I would. But that requires her to meet with me,” Baudelaire said. “But very well. I shall remain here, for now. Politics is at play, even in theological affairs. Falmir’s supposed prophet has much to gain through her claim and is too close to the affairs of her nation. Your prophet may be from the Empire, but her origins and story appeal to my inner belief.”

In other words, Charlotte made for an inconvenient prophet because she was a princess, and likely a queen soon. Trafaumh remained its own sovereign nation, and recognizing the ruler of Falmir as the apex of its faith could end badly. At least with Fyre they could maintain the veneer of separation from the Empire.

But the fact this was even brought up, and right after Mae, made Nathan suspicious.

Did Baudelaire truly believe in a prophet?

The inquisitor left, taking her retinue with her. They would remain in a separate building from the palace, and the wards would keep them out.

“I’m surprised she didn’t want to meet with Gorthal,” Nathan said once they left and Alice stood next to him.

“Grandpa is too unwell to receive visitors. Baudelaire understood that implicitly,” she said.

So Gorthal was still ill. Nathan realized he should visit him soon.

“You don’t trust Baudelaire. Is that related to those…” Alice trailed off.

He cast wards around them and gestured for her to continue.

“The divine eyes? You never had the chance to explain them,” she finished.

“Those are just one of many reasons. As I said, Trafaumh has been trying to create their own prophet for decades. Implanting the goddess’s power in people seemed insane, given nobody understood it. But they persisted. The divine eyes were their best attempt. They replaced someone’s eyes with enchanted versions, believing that a prophet could be created through cheap magical tricks,” he explained.

“I wouldn’t call replacing somebody’s eyes a ‘cheap trick,’” Anna said.

“Oh, you’re talking about that crazy shit? They sometimes pull it off,” Maura said, now recovered from her earlier punishment.

“They create a prophet?” Nathan asked, incredulous.

“Nah, not like the real one that fantasizes about being your cocksleeve. Just really powerful copies. They’re not that hard to defeat, but worlds with them suuuuck,” she said. “There’s nothing more annoying than a world stuffed to the gills with users of ascended magic and mental wards. It just descends into a bloodbath, rather than a good ol’ fashioned orgy.”

“I’d prefer neither,” Alice said primly. “Mae is one of these manufactured prophets?”

“I doubt it. Trafaumh guards their secrets well, but I doubt she was anything more than a prototype weapon in their eyes,” Nathan said.

“Hmm. I wonder if Grandpa knows anything about this. He and Leopold were old friends. Wouldn’t he know about Mae, especially if Trafaumh knew about her and involved themselves? It would be an international incident,” Alice said.

“It’s worth a shot. Why don’t we visit him now?” Nathan asked. “You never told me if he was interested in that chess game.”

Alice winced. “It slipped my mind. And I don’t know if it’s worthwhile. His healers have worried about him greatly today and last night. They won’t allow visitors.”

Everyone stared at Alice.

“They won’t allow you to see the Emperor?” Nathan confirmed.

“When you put it like that—”

“Alice, I know he’s your grandfather and you’re worried about his health, but in what world can the Royal Knights or his healers refuse you entry to the Emperor’s suite?” Nathan said, his voice raising with every word.

Her face paled as she realized the severity of the situation.

Nathan swore, then raced off into the palace. The others chased after him, and he slowed down enough for them to catch up.

Outside Gorthal’s suite stood several Royal Knights. They wore the normal, bulky armor of the unit.

None of them wore Nathan’s crest.

“Princess Alice, Bastion Nathan, I’m afraid that the Emperor cannot receive visitors right now,” the lead knight said, saluting.

In the past, the knights had never even spoken to them when they tried to enter.

“Oh, shit,” Laura said, eyes wide. “Their minds are fucked.”

“Super fucked,” Maura agreed. “Shit. Did somebody sneak in while we were away? I never sensed a succubus earlier.”

Nathan swore, and the knights tensed. Before he could do anything, an invisible wave of force knocked the guards aside.

“Move,” Astra said as she stepped forward.

Her opals gleamed as she punched the barrier around the suite. It wavered, but remained firm. Astra reared up for another blow, before Nathan stopped her.

“Fei, burn it,” he ordered.

The catgirl shot forward and wreathed the door in blue flames. Within seconds, it disintegrated.

Inside, not a single person moved. The healer and several knights lay unmoving on the ground. A magical scan confirmed they were dead. All the knights wore the slimmer uniform of the Spymaster’s agents. A beastkin woman lay slumped over the bed, with only the weakest of life signs.

The bed itself was empty. Emperor Gorthal was missing.


Chapter 39




“Lock down the palace! Place the Trafaumh delegation under guard!” Nathan roared. “Fei, I want every inch of the palace searched. Nurevia, find Sen and tell her to summon the Lodge to the palace. I want everyone else searching for any signs of intrusion or mental magic.”

His Champions and the Twins scattered upon receiving his orders. He didn’t miss the pleased grins of the succubi, but he suspected they simply enjoyed seeing him bossing everyone around.

Alice stood frozen in place, her hand on the door frame. All color had fled her face. She stared vacantly at the empty bed.

“Alice,” Nathan said, placing his arm around her.

“Grandpa…” Alice whispered, tears welling up in the corners of her eyes. “How did this happen?”

“You should rest. I’ll find Gorthal, and then we can focus on what we can do, not what we didn’t do,” Nathan said.

When Alice didn’t respond to him in any way, Nathan looked at Anna and Ciana. The former looked concerned, and she stepped up to help him comfort Alice.

“Ciana, take Alice and Anna to a secure room,” he said. “Do not leave either of them alone under any circumstances.”

“But you—” Ciana began to say, only to be cut off by Nathan’s sharp glare. “Yes, Nathan. I’ll protect them with my life.”

“I doubt you’ll need to go that far. But thank you, and don’t let them out of your sight.”

Ciana and Anna helped Alice away from the room.

While Nathan knew that Alice needed emotional support right now, he was in no mood to provide it.

Fury bubbled in his veins, even stronger than it had recently.

After finally dealing with Tharban, his enemies had another trick up their sleeve. If the Twins were right, a succubus had snuck in and stolen away the Emperor. The damage she could do was immense.

Nathan didn’t have the slightest clue how it had happened or how he could have stopped it. Baudelaire had only just arrived, and he had left for only a few hours. The idea that a succubus could have perfectly intruded in that time was absurd. He even had control of the palace now, and this had still happened under his nose.

Narime arrived shortly, with several other mystic foxes and a dozen of the Spymaster’s agents. They stopped short of the room, staring in shock at the bodies inside it.

“By Omria,” one of the agents said, his face pale. “What is this?”

“We don’t know,” Nathan said. “Narime, are any alive in there?”

“Only the beastkin aide,” she said, while the other mystic foxes helped the external guards up. “I recognize her. She’s one of the Emperor’s mistresses, isn’t she?”

“Yes. I don’t know her name, but I’ve seen her before and Alice has mentioned her,” Nathan said.

One of the mystic foxes took the sole survivor of the attack away, while the rest used diagnostic spells on the addled guards outside.

“Those out here feel like they’re beyond help,” Narime told him. “While we can assist with healing minds, this is closer to outright destruction of the individuals. There’s basically nothing left.”

“See what you can do. If they can’t be restored to anything close to normal, then…” Nathan ran a hand through his hair, and felt as though he was reliving his past. “Give them peace. Their families shouldn’t be burdened with what they’ve been turned into. The intruder effectively already killed them.”

Narime nodded, then passed the order on.

The Spymaster’s agents finished checking the room, and one walked up to Nathan. He saluted, before letting out a grave sigh.

“This should never have happened. The entire reason we took over the Emperor’s safety was that we thought we had the training to keep him safe from an assassin.” The agent’s fist clenched. “We failed. Miserably.”

“Given what was likely behind this, don’t blame yourselves or your comrades who died doing their duty,” Nathan said. “Right now, I need your expertise more than ever. We have an Emperor to find.”

The agent nodded and saluted again. Before he could leave, Nathan pulled him back.

“I need you to organize a meeting with the Spymaster,” he said.

“That’s not possible.”

“Make it possible. I won’t accept anything less than a direct meeting. The Spymaster should know the severity of the Emperor going missing. At the moment, Alice is in command of the Empire, but I am acting under her authority,” Nathan said.

The agent nodded. “You don’t need to restate your position, Lord Bastion. Aleich and the palace would have fallen without you. I’ll pass on your message. It will be in the Spymaster’s court from then on.”

Nathan left the suite. He scanned the palace for someone in particular. Once he found her, he beelined toward her.

Fyre sat on the floor of the throne room, completely alone. Her wings stretched out behind her as she read a thick tome. The book appeared to be about the secession of Trafaumh and Falmir. A plate of sandwiches sat to her side, and she munched on one idly.

Suddenly, she froze. Then she shot to her feet and spun to face him.

“Nathan! What are you doing here?” she spluttered.

“Do people think nobody can enter this room?” he asked. “Because you’re the second person to panic once I enter.”

“The throne room is off-limits to all but the imperial family,” Fyre said. “The guards let you enter?”

“All the Royal Knights do is salute, wag their tails, and let me go wherever I want,” he said drily. “It’s an open secret that I’m sleeping with Alice and I’m in complete command of the Imperial Army. Why would they stop me?”

“You make it sound so natural,” Fyre said. “It’s hard to believe how powerful you already are.”

“We can talk about that later. Gorthal is missing,” he said.

Fyre stared at him in shock. Then her expression narrowed.

“How?” Her voice had gained a sharp quality to it, and Nathan realized this was Kadria speaking through Fyre.

“The Twins suspect a succubus. The guards outside the room had their minds destroyed and turned into puppets. Those inside were killed using mental magic,” he explained. “Only Gorthal’s mistress survived. Narime doesn’t know why.”

“Yes, that sounds like a succubus. But we’ve been here the entire time, and sensed nothing,” Kadria said. “Do you suspect me?”

“You’re the highest priority for the Twins to monitor. To say nothing of how noticeable you are,” Nathan said. “But that’s precisely why I don’t think you did it. For one thing, you’ve had better opportunities. Why only now?”

“That is an excellent question. I understand that a delegation from Trafaumh arrived. Wouldn’t it be trivial for the succubus to sneak in with them?” Kadria suggested.

“I find it difficult to believe that Baudelaire or Deverese wouldn’t notice a Messenger,” he said.

“That depends on the quality of their illusions. There’s one in particular who might be capable of it.” Kadria bit her lip. “Beatrice. It matches her MO, too. She enjoys bringing down monarchies. Falmir just underwent an early coup, and now the Emperor is being targeted. If she’s involved, it makes plenty of sense.”

“Do you know which portals she’s in control of?” he asked.

Kadria shook her head. “Without coming into contact with them directly, I can’t help you there. But if she’s capable of walking Doumahr, that means she’s already claimed a binding stone. The question is: whose? And where?”

Nathan’s blood ran cold. His fury was snuffed out, and replaced with abject fear.

“A Messenger has already breached a portal?” he said.

“You should assume as much. That also requires us to reassess recent affairs. Strange behavior can be explained through more sensible means. Mental magic. Just like what you used on Tharban, but with far less care.”

“If it’s her,” he said. “I can’t go off suspecting everyone on the basis of a possibility.”

“Then at least prepare for the possibility. I recommend assembling your elite forces and preparing for a long-distance assault,” she said.

“Have there been any Messenger invasions since we last spoke?” he asked. “How is it that you sensed those, anyway?”

“Through Fyre’s connection to the goddess. That means that any invasions prior to the beginning of the civil war are beyond me to sense. Given the lack of cascades or information, that narrows the possibilities somewhat,” Kadria said. “Either Waier or Arcadia failed to repel the Messenger who attacked them.”

“Doubtful. Harrum knew about both invasions.”

She nodded. “Then that leads us to conclude an invasion took place prior to the civil war and went undiscovered. The possibilities are many, but I am doubtful that Beatrice would strike twice in Arcadia. That leaves Trafaumh and Falmir. Unfortunately, both are beyond your diplomatic reach. Perhaps your Spymaster will know more.”

Kadria gestured behind him. Turning, Nathan saw the agent from earlier waiting patiently. The man pretended he couldn’t hear their conversation.

“Lord Bastion, the Spymaster is ready for you,” he said.

“Already?”

“Yes. I don’t know if he expected this, but he is coming here. We’ve established a secure room in another building in the palace complex. Given the need to protect the Spymaster’s identity, we cannot risk him entering the palace itself.”

“Fine. Let’s go,” Nathan said. “We’ll continue this later, Fyre.”

“Yes,” Fyre chirped, no longer possessed. “I’ll hunt for any sign of His Majesty while I wait.”

The agents led Nathan to a separate building, one intended only for use by the archdukes and dukes. Given Anna was the only duchess present and she intended to remain in the palace itself, this building was deserted.

Naturally, it would be a great location to launch an ambush. Nathan barely knew the agents, although he scanned them for signs of mental magic. Nothing. The agents didn’t react to his use of his magical senses, presumably because they were used to others being suspicious of them.

Even if this was an ambush, Nathan wasn’t concerned. He had control over the palace and could manipulate it and much of the surrounding terrain using its power. This building was within its sphere of influence. Anyone foolish enough to attack him would swiftly discover why Bastions are feared.

More agents stood guard around a small meeting room on the ground floor. They saluted as Nathan approached.

The outside of the room matched the décor of the rest of the building and barely stood out. What did stand out were the strength of the wards on it.

Powerful anti-scrying and aural wards had been placed on the room. On top of that, Nathan sensed another set of weaker wards behind those. These nearly slipped past him, as they were well hidden. Given this second set of wards shifted in space, they likely were centered on a person.

That meant the Spymaster was likely a powerful sorcerer, or had access to one. The latter seemed reasonable, except that nobody seemed to have met the Spymaster.

The agents gestured Nathan inside. Using the palace’s power, he checked the door and room for additional traps.

All he found were signs of a single, magically enhanced individual sitting inside the room.

A Bastion? The power of the person felt familiar, but not quite. Almost as if the Spymaster had somehow imitated the magical feel of a Bastion.

Nathan entered.

A cloaked and hooded figure sat at a dining table in the center of the room. Their body was swathed entirely in black and their robes appeared to be a size too large. While Nathan couldn’t tell the gender of the person, he doubted many men were this short.

No wonder rumors spread that the Spymaster was a woman. She barely came up to his chest.

A black and silver mask peeked out from beneath the hood. It was nearly featureless, save for the silver trim around the outside and silver eye holes painted on. Nathan wondered how the Spymaster saw through what appeared to be a solid mask that covered her entire face.

A pot of coffee and a single cup sat in front of an empty chair opposite the Spymaster. She raised a gloved hand and gestured for Nathan to sit.

He didn’t. Instead, he cast his own protective wards over the room. While the Spymaster worried about mundane threats and sorcerers spying on her, Nathan had a literal goddess out for his blood.

Nobody interrupted him while he worked. Once finished, he sat down.

“You’re not going to drink?” he asked, knowing the obvious reason why.

“I am not a fan of coffee,” the Spymaster said.

Her voice was magically modulated to sound masculine, but with a distortion effect that made it obvious this wasn’t her real voice. It lacked any accent at all.

“It doesn’t have anything to do with the fact you’re wearing a solid mask that you can’t even see out of?” Nathan asked.

“Despite your concerns, I can see,” the Spymaster said.

The stress on the word gave Nathan pause.

He narrowed his eyes, a suspicion forming in his mind. Many strange actions by the Spymaster suddenly added up.

“Before we get to our real business, I have a few obvious questions,” Nathan said.

“Ask. I will answer as best I can.”

“Hopefully you do. With Leopold dead, Maylis throwing a tantrum, and Gorthal missing, I’m left in command of the Imperial Army. Right now, I need your intelligence services. Otherwise, I’m unwilling to consider you the Imperial Spymaster,” he said.

The Spymaster remained unmoving. With a sigh, Nathan took his first drink of the coffee.

It was pretty good. Brewed the way he liked it, using the beans he preferred at Gharrick Pass.

“You realize that lots of people know my coffee preferences, right?” he said.

“I do. I prepared this so it would please you, not to intimidate you.”

“Hmm. First question, what is your connection to Maylis?”

The Spymaster seemed to freeze. Nathan raised an eyebrow and patiently waited for an answer.

“I believe you might have a more pertinent question, Lord Bastion,” she said.

“Really? Because this is the one that concerns me the most. Trafaumh’s delegation visits, Maylis and the Hound are connected to Trafaumh in some way, and there’s interest in some of Baudelaire’s skeletons in the closet that appear to have made their way here.” Nathan placed his cup down. “You wouldn’t happen to be one of those skeletons, would you?”

Rather than answer, the Spymaster reached up and lowered the hood of her cloak. A pair of black wolf ears revealed themselves. If Nathan walked around her and lifted up her cloak, he expected he’d find a long, black wolf’s tail tied to her back.

She ran her hands over her mask, which did little to hide her femininity now that the hood was down. Her ears twitched under Nathan’s gaze.

“I would remove this mask for you, but I am afraid I cannot,” the Spymaster said. “I am connected to Maylis, but not in the way you suspect. It is a connection from a past life. Now, I am the Imperial Spymaster, a loyal servant of Emperor Gorthal, and a defender of the Anfang Empire.”

“Will you become a servant of Empress Alice?” Nathan asked.

“Should she be crowned Empress, then yes.”

“What would you say if I told you that Alice is already Empress, according to the will of the goddess?”

The Spymaster seemed to stare back at him for several long moments. The inability to see her facial features bothered Nathan.

“It matters little. I serve the Empire. That means you, Lord Bastion,” she eventually said.

“And Maylis?”

“No. I worked with her because she was the Emperor’s chosen Bastion and we knew each other. But I cannot explain her current actions. Not based on my friendship with her. I cannot ask you to believe me, Lord Bastion, but know that I am not loyal to a traitor.”

Strong words to describe Maylis. Nathan had always hesitated to say anything that negative about the other Bastion, but the Spymaster seemed to know more.

“Traitor. Explain,” he said.

“I have done all I can to track the Emperor’s whereabouts. Although I make no excuses for my failure to protect him, I am certain of who took him and where he was taken.” The Spymaster paused, as if gathering their courage. “The tracking relic he wore traced him to Castle Aleich. Maylis has kidnapped the Emperor.”

Nathan closed his eyes, then rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Once again, his caution had cost him greatly. First Tharban, now Maylis.

“Why the hell would Maylis kidnap Gorthal? And how can I trust you?” he asked.

“Feel free to use whatever means you desire to prove my loyalty. I am no stranger to dangerous and esoteric tests,” the Spymaster said.

“I’m not Baudelaire,” Nathan ground out.

Then he stood up and walked over to the Spymaster. She remained still, but the way her wolf ears flattened against her head proved that she felt something in response to his abrupt action.

Nathan ran a finger along the edge of the mask. He felt the magic within it, binding it to the Spymaster’s face. It felt almost impossibly strong. Pulling it off by force would likely kill her.

“How did you end up with a mask like this?” he asked.

“It involves a secret you are safer to know nothing about,” she responded. “As I said, I cannot remove it. It is both a punishment but also a means of protecting me. I cannot leave the palace or pursue any other employment like this, without being discovered. But it also keeps my enemies from discovering me if I remain here.”

“If you’ll be my Spymaster, then I can protect you without a silly mask,” Nathan said.

“It cannot be removed,” she repeated.

“Watch me do it anyway.”

Nathan carefully cast a fourth rank spatial spell. The Spymaster froze in place, aware that this spell could easily kill her. Her wards were powerful, but nothing compared to Nathan’s strength as a Bastion.

Once the spell was finished, Nathan slipped his fingers beneath the edge of the mask. He felt the Spymaster’s warm skin.

Then he cast the spell and spatially separated the mask from the Spymaster.

Nathan then placed the mask on the table and let the spell go. Nothing happened.

The Spymaster stared up at him. She was a fairly average looking wolfgirl. A cute enough face, he figured.

Except for the fact that she had no pupils or irises. Instead, a pair of golden wings had been engraved directly onto the corneas of her eyes. One wing occupied each eye.

“Divine eyes,” Nathan said, confirming his suspicion. “You’re one of Baudelaire’s attempts to create a prophet.”

“You know about me?” the Spymaster said. Her voice was clear like a bell, and she had a slight Trafaumh accent. “How? Did… did Leopold tell you?”

Retaking his seat, Nathan shook his head. “Neither he nor Gorthal would ever tell me about this side of Trafaumh. I’m surprised they even knew themselves. The Regal Council would never accept a foreign ruler using this knowledge against Trafaumh.”

The Spymaster gulped. “You truly are the prophet, aren’t you?”

What? Nathan was sure he misheard her.

Her ears twitched, and she smiled at him with a bright expression. “You know things nobody else does. Possess power that even the oldest of books knows nothing about. Achieve greatness that history has never known. Taming Messengers, conquering nations, and crushing civil wars, all in the name of Omria and the defense of Doumahr.”

“Calling me the prophet is a strong conclusion. I’ve never claimed to have her power or blessing.”

“The prophet is chosen by the people, as much as Omria.” The Spymaster leaned across the table and took Nathan’s hands in hers. “My name is Reine. Until chaos consumes Doumahr or my spirit shatters, I shall be your humble servant. Please, ask anything of me. I will do it.”

“I need you to be my Spymaster, not my sycophant,” he snapped.

“Then I shall do that.” Reine nodded.

While irritated, Nathan focused on learning what he could from the meeting. “What do your eyes do? Each of them has different powers, and I don’t know what Baudelaire wanted you to do.”

“They allow me to scry without using magic. There are few wards capable of blocking my ability. Yours are particularly difficult to pierce, and have grown more refined since I first encountered them during your first visit to Aleich.” The Spymaster blushed and scratched her cheek. “I saw little more than your bottomless sex drive in action.”

For a moment, Nathan expected her to offer to satiate that sex drive. That’s how this usually went. Especially for a wolf beastkin, who tended to be very forward and interested in men stronger than them.

Instead, Reine recomposed herself. “That is the secret behind my effectiveness. I gather most of my intelligence directly, using a method few are even aware of. Only in Trafaumh do they have wards dedicated to stopping my intrusion. And in the palace, of course, even before you came.”

“Maylis,” Nathan said. “I suspected that she would spy on anything I did in the palace and took precautions, but it turns out that the palace doesn’t have ears so much as eyes.”

“Yes.” The Spymaster hesitated. “You asked earlier about my connection to her. The truth is that she saved me. If you know about Baudelaire’s experiments, then I assume you know the conditions they take place in?”

“I do.”

Nathan could never forget the sight of those squalid cells, the blood-stained implements, and the hundreds of scared, cowering beastkin who expected their doom to come at any moment during the fall of Trafaumh.

Reine gulped. “I am certain you are Omria’s chosen. Your eyes have seen things that nobody else has. Yet you hold a fiery gaze I could lose myself in for hours.”

“Focus,” he said, uninterested in her sycophancy. “Maylis?”

“She saved me from my fate as another failed experiment. My eyes were too powerful, so the Inquisition planned to dispose of me. Maylis was a young Bastion, trained by the Inquisition to serve them from a young age. The Hound had been transferred to her command at the time. We became friends, and she chose to betray Trafaumh rather than let me die,” Reine explained. “But that is where our paths diverged.”

“There aren’t many places you could hide from the Inquisition,” Nathan said.

“Yes. Because Maylis was a renegade Bastion, we were soon caught by the Empire and brought to Aleich. However, Leopold intervened. He already had Mae under his care and knew what Trafaumh had done to me. He convinced us to join the Empire and serve the Emperor directly in exchange for his protection.” Reine’s smile grew sad. “I never truly thanked Leopold for what he did. And now, he is gone, like so many others.”

Nathan waited for Reine to recompose herself again. He refused to rush her for remembering Leopold.

“That is the extent of our connection. Our paths diverged, and only my appointment as Spymaster brought us back together. I worked through her because it made for an effective cover story. Many suspected her of being the true Spymaster,” Reine said.

“Do you know why Maylis turned on the Empire? Or why she might kidnap Gorthal?” Nathan asked.

She shook her head violently. Gritting her teeth, Reine ground out, “She betrayed everything we swore fealty to. Leopold died because of her. I saw it. Her Hound delayed you at a crucial moment. I will never forgive her betrayal. Not ever. After so many years as friends and comrades, why she would turn on us… I don’t know, but I never want to know.”

The raw fury and frustration that Reine felt seemed to pour off her. Moments passed in silence, before she faced Nathan again.

“I know that Maylis respected the Emperor like none other. She believed that nobody else could rule the Empire like he could. How she can justify betrayal or kidnapping is beyond me, however.”

“Have there been strange visitors in recent years?” Nathan asked. “Or recent months? A beastkin with horns who visited Maylis, likely outside the palace?”

Given nobody else in the palace showed signs of mental corruption, Nathan doubted that Beatrice could have infiltrated it earlier.

Reine stared at him. “There has been, yes. Since winter, when the Emperor collapsed, Maylis has been spending time with a beastkin priestess in her castle. I thought nothing of it, given the strength of her belief in Omria. But I recall seeing a similar beastkin priestess during your battle in the Enclave. She eluded me then.”

“A succubus,” Nathan said, clueing together past events. “She can take other forms and possesses powerful mental magic. If Maylis has been influenced by her, that explains a lot.”

“But…” Reine closed her eyes. “How? I watched the entire time and suspected nothing.”

“That’s how mental magic works,” he explained gently. “It can be a powerful weapon, like what you saw in Gorthal’s suite. It can also be a subtle knife that warps minds.”

“You have succubi under you, don’t you? How do you ensure they cannot warp your mind?” Reine asked, her voice more curious than accusing.

“Bastions are trained in very simple mental magic, and I’ve learned more to protect myself,” he explained. “If they try anything, I’ll know. I can even stop them dead, literally.”

“Good. I expected nothing less from you. You have turned the goddess’s greatest enemies into her pawns.”

“What about the mask?” Nathan asked, changing the topic in a hurry. “Do you intend on putting it back on when this meeting is over?”

Reine stared at the porcelain mask on the table with a muddled expression.

“Lord Bastion, if I don’t put it back on, will you protect me?” she asked, voice whisper quiet.

“If you serve as my Spymaster, then yes,” he said.

“Then I won’t. If it pleases you, I will remain in the palace. My identity is not truly important if you are willing to support me and oppose Trafaumh’s attempts to seize me. Whenever you need my services, in any way possible, I will do everything in my power to help you.” Reine’s expression remained devoted.

Her cheeks didn’t even redden. That last line had been so easy to use as innuendo that Nathan wondered if she knew that it usually implied sexual services. Was she that innocent, or had Nathan been so corrupted that he immediately thought of sex when none was implied?

Finally, Nathan asked the question he really wanted an answer to.

“Do you know where Maylis is keeping Gorthal?”

Reine nodded. “In Castle Aleich. Additional wards have been placed that prevent me from scrying normally, but the relic is keyed to my eyes. Maylis has taken the Emperor into the portal.”

Then it was time to lay siege to Castle Aleich and remove Maylis as Bastion. Nathan had waited too long to do this, and now he feared it was too late.

But whatever happened, he’d bring Gorthal back and punish a traitor.


Chapter 40




Nathan immediately summoned his Champions and told them the news. Reine followed him back to the palace.

The looks of surprise and awe on her agents’ faces felt like triumph to Nathan. After years of mystery, he was the one who brought the Spymaster into the light. In a manner of speaking.

While he ordered his Champions to rally Fei’s knights and prepare for an assault on Castle Aleich, plus a potential counterattack, Nathan mused about other plans. He had more time than he knew what to do with. Preparing for the assault would take time. He refused to wait until tomorrow, but he also didn’t want to attack without an army. Fei’s knights would be vital to an attack like this.

The long-term plans Nathan had in mind were tied to his supporting forces. During the Battle for Aleich, Fei’s knights had proven their worth. In fact, they’d outperformed his expectations.

By the time Nathan had trained his own units of elite knights in his world, they had become a normal part of warfare. Trafaumh and Falmir had frequently clashed, and the days of massive armies faded away. They couldn’t afford the food or pay for so much fodder.

But the lessons and constraints that led to that development hadn’t occurred here. The Royal Knights were an exception, trained to be powerful because the Emperor couldn’t always rely on a Bastion to protect himself. Falmir and Trafaumh had their own versions of the Royal Knights, but that was it. Only the Spires truly invested in elite units.

The more Nathan capitalized on his advantage, the stronger he’d be even after others copied him. He also needed to develop counters to elite knights. During the coming battle against Maylis, his greatest problem would be dealing with any Royal Knights who still fought for her despite Maylis’s treason.

Nathan wasn’t sure that Fei was the right Champion for the job. She had neatly shifted into her role as a commander, particularly recently. That meant she was already established in the hierarchy and rising faster every day.

Fei’s display of ability in the Enclave and the time she spent working with Seraph to manage the military in Aleich showed her development. Years ago, she had struggled to boss around Anna’s guards. Now she commanded thousands of soldiers daily. Asking her to go back and develop a small unit of elites again would be a demotion.

Maybe Nurevia or Astra? But both were awful commanders. Sunstorm seemed happy enough without many subordinates, and Nathan wanted her to shift into a role alongside Reine. That left Sen and Seraph as the serious contenders.

Nathan remained genuinely uncertain about the best approach. Perhaps he needed a new Champion to handle this matter.

As for his other plan, it related directly to Reine. Her scrying ability was powerful. Almost too powerful—if Nathan had been less wary of spies, she might have uncovered the wrong things about him too soon. He needed time to truly win her over, instead of relying on blind support because she thought he was a prophet.

But that scrying ability wouldn’t work forever. Trafaumh already had wards to counter it. Other nations would follow suit as they learned, and Nathan’s potential aggression made it likely they would find out sooner rather than later. Especially as he didn’t intend on keeping Reine secret.

He wanted other nations to know that he could see their deepest, darkest secrets. Trafaumh had done horrific things in his world, confident that nobody knew about them or wouldn’t risk angering them. Exposing them to the light would limit their actions.

That required him to strengthen Reine’s power. He refused to experiment on her further, or use magic on her eyes. She had suffered enough in Trafaumh.

Her eyes weren’t even divine, like Trafaumh claimed. They were merely the product of advanced magical science. Which meant Nathan could make them stronger. Trafaumh had counters for Reine’s current scrying method, but what if she had a new one?

The trick was finding gemstones that would support abilities such as hers. Sapphires seemed too generic to help, as they supported sorcery. Reine’s ability was innate, like the succubi’s ability to read emotions. That meant Nathan needed more esoteric gems. Unfortunately, most of those were heavily restricted due to Falmir buying them all up.

Had Charlotte seen this coming? The rush to buy up the gems Nathan needed made more sense if he viewed Charlotte in the same light as Fyre.

Fyre had riled up the beastkin and built a movement years in advance of the civil war. What if Charlotte had done the same, but with an eye toward defeating Nathan and the Empire? The idea didn’t seem that farfetched. However, it meant Charlotte was acting with some level of foresight. Who exactly was she?

Her attempt to kill Anna and Alice during the visit to Gharrick Pass was the strongest clue. But she might even be tied to the cascade in the Spires. How much of Falmir’s twisted web tied back to her?

None, possibly. Nathan worried about ascribing all of Falmir’s actions to her. But the fact Falmir had taken multiple actions against Nathan, well before he was a threat to them, lent credence to the theory. He should assume she’d actively attempt to counter the Champions she knew about.

It occurred to him that meant he should push his Champions to learn new abilities or accept different gems. By being unpredictable, like Fei had been, he could circumvent foresight. Kadria had claimed that was how they had been so successful to begin with—neither her former employer nor Omria had expected Nathan to succeed in the way he did.

As his cabinet, plus Alice, filed back into the palace’s war room, Nathan placed his plans on the back burner. The time to prepare for the assault had come.

The war room was an extravagant affair. Large enough to fit a small army of advisers and generals, it contained the latest magical inventions, including many prototypes. Maps lined the stone walls. Half the room was dedicated to sofas and tables, presumably for private conversations and rest during long planning sessions.

The room was dominated by an enormous magical device full of projection crystals, wires, globes, and plenty of other magical contraptions. When fed with a recording crystal containing specific images, it would project a multi-layered view of whatever was on said crystal. Nathan could mark locations or enemies on the projection, so that everyone in this massive room saw them.

For now, he only projected an image of Castle Aleich and its known floor plan. Many of the Royal Knights had served there at some point, so they knew it inside and out. Nathan was confident it was accurate. Maylis would have wasted too much of her power if she had changed it recently.

“The castle is massive,” Anna said. “Are you sure you have enough forces to take it?”

“Numbers aren’t important in a battle against another Bastion,” he answered. “Fei’s knights will be more than enough to occupy the castle and help us battle any Royal Knights who fight for Maylis.”

Alice grimaced. She stood next to Nathan, but had said very little to him since they discovered Gorthal. Ciana had kept a close eye on her and even accompanied her to the toilet—much to Alice’s annoyance—but the Empress seemed stuck in her own world.

“It shouldn’t be that hard,” Maura said. “Teleport in, chop the bitch in half, teabag her corpse, steal the binding stone. In and out, twenty minute invasion.”

“You’ve said that soooo many times before,” Laura muttered.

For some reason, Fyre had an annoyed expression on her face while staring at Maura. When she noticed Nathan looking at her, it vanished and she preened under his gaze.

Fei noticed Fyre’s reaction and chose to wrap herself around his arm. The others noticed, but before matters escalated, Nathan intervened.

“Unless any of you plan to start a war, no fighting,” he said. “Fei, don’t taunt Fyre. Or anyone else for that matter.”

“What if I want to start a war?” the catgirl asked, her grin suggesting trouble as she pressed Nathan’s arm against her cleavage.

“I suspect you’ll regret that,” Reine said. “One of your competitors is a skilled assassin. They tend to end wars swiftly.”

Fei glared at the Spymaster, who returned it with a placid look.

“Can you see normally with those eyes?” Fei asked.

“No. I rely entirely on my scrying ability,” Reine admitted. Her ears twitched under the focused gaze of everyone else in the room. Her face seemed to pale the longer she remained the center of attention.

“Are you sure you don’t want a mask?” Nathan asked.

Gulping, Reine shook her head. She looked almost ill. “I’m free. For the first time in a decade, I don’t need to cover my face. I can feel the air on my skin, and the gazes of everyone else. In fact, I can finally see what I look like after so long.” She touched her own cheek. “I don’t seem to have aged as much as I thought I might.”

“A side-effect of the divine eyes is that they slow aging. Your mask likely had some sort of regenerative spell on it, given wearing it for so long could have serious effects on your face,” Nathan explained.

“You continue to be deeply knowledgeable,” Reine noted.

“Nathan knows everything,” Fei said, preening.

Maura and Laura smirked, but remained silent.

“If I knew everything, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” he said. “But to finish answering your question, Anna, I expect the hardest part of the attack to be defeating Maylis and the Hound inside her territory. Maylis excels at manipulating terrain to a far greater degree than I do. If I didn’t have the palace under my control, this might be suicide.”

Reine blinked and her eyes widened at the news that Nathan controlled the palace. When nobody else reacted, she bit her lip.

“I know far less about your activities than everyone else in the room, don’t I?” she asked.

“Yup,” Laura said. “If you want to learn more, try sucking his dick.”

Although her cheeks reddened, Reine ignored the succubus.

“I’ll need more time to truly trust you before I explain everything,” Nathan said. “But you should assume that everyone in the room at the moment knows everything about me, or close enough. There are no secrets here.”

“Except yours,” Narime noted. “Although you’re keeping far fewer these days, as evidenced by our recent… argument.” The fox didn’t directly refer to Tharban around Reine.

Nathan wondered if the Spymaster already knew about what he’d done to Tharban. While he’d been under the Twins’ wards, they were intended to stop teleportation, not scrying.

“Most of my secrets exist because I don’t know how to possibly explain them, or they don’t seem important,” he said.

Narime lowered her tails and fox ears and backed down.

“How much is there to plan if it all comes down to a battle against the Hound and Maylis?” Sunstorm asked. “We’re basically going to hit the castle really hard, find her, and then it’s a huge brawl.”

“She’ll be protecting her binding stone above all else. The plan is to converge on it rapidly,” Seraph said. “Nathan has a reputation for stealing binding stones by now.”

“But otherwise?”

“We know about her Champions,” Sen said. “Why don’t we talk about counters?”

Maylis had nine gemmed Champions plus enhanced ones, and thanks to the Royal Knights and Reine, Nathan had details on all of them. The next hour was occupied by a tactical discussion of their opponents.

“Do we expect all of them to be there?” Sen asked. “Because that’s a lot of Champions.”

“We should. If Maylis is kidnapping Gorthal and under the influence of a succubus, then we should assume she will ignore her other portals,” he said.

“Treasonous,” Astra said, before pressing a fist into her other palm.

“You sure she’s under Beatrice’s influence? I know a certain someone told you that, but I dunno. I reckon we would have sensed her,” Maura said, glaring at Fyre.

“You didn’t sense her at the Enclave,” Nathan pointed out.

“Well, uh.” Maura frowned. “Shit. I probably should have guessed it was her back then.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not disappointed. If you were brighter, then you might be a real problem,” Nathan said.

“Fuck you,” she spat.

“Can you call me an idiot as well?” Laura asked.

“You’re both idiots,” Nathan said. “It comes with a price, but it’s one I’m willing to pay.”

“Hmm. That didn’t feel as nice as I expected. You say nicer things to Nurevia when you’re in bed,” Laura replied.

“Ah, yes, calling her a cocksleeve or a useless bitch are real nice things to hear in bed,” Maura drawled.

“Don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it,” Nurevia muttered under the glares of everyone else in the room. Only Reine looked at Nathan, but she appeared to be confused.

“I have tried it,” Maura said. “Got over it when I was a teenager and realized that most of the guys in my college meant it when they called me a whore while balls deep inside me.”

“Have you tried not being a slut?” Sunstorm suggested.

“I dunno. What do you call a girl who’s tied down to one man who won’t give you any?” Maura asked, grinning.

Sunstorm raised an eyebrow and looked at Sen, who shrugged in response.

“She’s making a marriage joke,” Anna said. “But with a frigid husband instead of a wife. Nathan, I think your tamed succubi need further taming.”

“I’m down for that,” Laura said.

“I am confused,” Reine said. Her eyes bore into Nathan, which was more discomforting than usual given the golden images engraved onto them.

“Don’t worry. Most of us are, too,” Narime said.

“Do you usually put up with such obscene banter?” Reine said.

“Sometimes he adds to it,” Sen chirped. “Honestly, you do get used to it. Although it’s not as bad around some of us.”

Alice watched them as the group made stupid jokes and bantered prior to the mission. Her hand hovered over her mouth, as if unsure if she wanted to hide a laugh or her shock.

“Some of us don’t joke about sex,” Seraph said. “You might find yourself in better company around me or Ciana, if you find such things discomforting.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “Seraph, you gave Nathan’s cock silly names while we planned how to capture a castle in the Federation. What were they again? Catgirl-tamer? Do you say that in bed now?”

Seraph’s face gained a light red glow, especially as Narime cocked an eyebrow and smirked at her rival.

“Really now?” Narime purred.

“Maybe I should have called it Fox-tamer,” Seraph growled. “Given how badly you wanted it after we defeated you.”

Before Narime could bite back, giggles interrupted them. Alice tried to muffle herself, but failed as she fell into a fit of giggles.

“I’m sorry, but this is just too much,” Alice said once she recovered. “You’re planning to assault a Bastion during dark times, and all of you keep making stupid jokes.”

“Hence my confusion,” Reine added.

“Is this normal?” Alice asked.

“Yes,” all of Nathan’s Champions said as one.

“None of you sound worried about what’s going to happen when you attack?” Alice pressed. “You’re happy for these jokes to be the last thing you’re remembered by?”

Just like that, the jovial mood evaporated. Surprisingly, the Twins didn’t interrupt it, although they looked uninterested in the conversation to come.

Several of the Champions shot Alice sympathetic looks. Narime placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

“I’d prefer to be remembered for my jokes than being scared,” Sen said. “Uh, not to say it’s wrong to be scared but…” she trailed off with a wince. “Look, I spent ages being terrified of everything that might go wrong. That’s a dark place to be. If I die, I don’t want to be that scared little girl using Ifrit as a mental hug pillow. I want Nathan to remember me in a good way.”

Sunstorm nodded in agreement. “I don’t plan on dying anytime soon, but I don’t want to leave Nathan with regrets.”

The “again” went unsaid, but the looks from Sen and Sunstorm told Nathan everything he needed to know.

“Positive memories are better,” Astra said. “You don’t forget them.”

“Is it good or bad that you’re all assuming Nathan will outlive you?” Anna said drily.

“Hasn’t he already?” Fei said, then her ears and tails lowered. “Um, that sounded wrong.”

“It’s fine,” Nathan said. “I used to think the opposite way. It’s easier to worry about what happens to others when you die, than how you’ll cope without them.”

Reine’s mouth opened slightly as she looked at him, but Anna spoke up before the Spymaster said anything.

“I don’t have half the experience of basically anyone in this room,” Anna said. “But you can’t expect every meeting to be your last. My father remained resolute about his plans for the county even as he coughed up his lungs in bed. It was impossible to say back then, but I am glad that my last memories are of him acting normally.”

“I don’t think any of us should brag about our experience,” Seraph said. “I’m certain that Nathan would prefer we gain as little of it as possible.”

“Yes,” he said.

Nurevia crossed her arms. “Not to be a bitch—”

“You already failed,” Sen said.

Rolling her eyes, Nurevia continued, “But if we had sappy goodbyes every time we did something dangerous, I’d go mad. Nathan spends so much time in his head that I’m pretty sure he’d lose all pretenses of being a well-adjusted adult.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I’m glad you think so highly of me.”

“It’s not my fault you worry about fucking everything. I’m doing my part to keep you distracted and give you new hobbies. There’s a set of huge toys in my room back at Gharrick Pass that I’m dying to have you try out on me.”

Silence.

Eventually, Fei coughed. “I think I saw those. They were huge. How can they possibly fit?”

“Wait, are we talking dildos all of a sudden?” Maura said, suddenly realizing that the conversation was relevant to her interests. “Or butt plugs?”

“Neither. Go back to fantasy world,” Seraph said while throwing a glare at Nurevia.

Alice giggled again, then wiped at her eyes. “Thank you. I think I get it.”

“If you want a distraction, I can lend you—” Nurevia began to say.

Astra planted her fellow dark elf firmly into the table. Narime rolled her eyes and checked on Nurevia, before rejoining the gathering.

“I take it that we’re going to move on?” Anna suggested.

“Please,” Nathan said. “I’d prefer a conversation less morbid and less relevant to surprise sex toys.”

Given most of the meeting’s agenda had already been discussed, they concluded shortly. Most of his Champions left to pass on orders to the rest of the troops. Astra and Nurevia relaxed nearby, as did the Twins.

Reine, Anna, and Alice remained by Nathan’s side. Naturally, Ciana hovered beside him. Fyre remained as well, but kept her distance.

“May I ask something?” Reine said.

“Sure,” Nathan said. “You don’t need to ask for permission before speaking, Reine. Just say what comes to mind. Everyone else does.”

“I’ll try. It would be a new experience to be like ‘everyone else.’” The Spymaster paused.

Nathan observed the slight shift in the rear of her baggy robes. So she did have a tail, and it wagged like Fei’s. Wolf beastkin wagged their tails for nearly anything interesting or exciting. Maybe he should convince her to change her outfit once he returned. If he could watch her tail, then reading her emotions might be easier.

“Tell me, how did you gain some of the experience you profess to have?” Reine asked.

The others looked at each other, then Nathan.

“That’s a major secret, I’m afraid,” he said.

“Does it have anything to do with how you know as much as you do?” she pressed. “Your history is highly irregular. Prior to the academy, you were a capable but bookish count, who showed little interest in warfare. Your records in the academy show a powerful drive, but nothing that could explain who and what you are.”

Nathan remained silent.

“I see. Then I shall assume the answer is yes.” Reine smiled. “I do not always find mysteries exciting, given solving them is my job, but solving yours has brought me significant joy. As your loyal Spymaster, I shall share what I observe and learn with nobody else. You may consider me your…”

Her cheeks reddened, but she eventually found the courage to speak up, “Your loyal wolf.”

Anna snorted. “Wow. And here I thought you’d say something deeper. Are you going to bark when Nathan eventually fucks you?”

“Does he enjoy that?”

“I don’t know, Nathan. Do you ask Fei to meow for you in bed?” Anna grinned at him.

“No. I’m not a fan of roleplay. And Reine, you don’t need to demean yourself by comparing yourself to an animal,” he said.

Reine nodded, but Nathan noticed her tail had stopped wagging.

“But you can if you want to,” he added.

Her tail wagged beneath her robe.

Goddammit. How did he attract this sort of women? Most who were interested in him in his world had been far simpler. Nurevia had been the most daring of the lot, and she had already escalated way past the version he knew.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Fyre paying careful attention to what he said. This was definitely giving her the wrong idea.

“Fyre,” he called out, and she shot over to his side.

“Yes, Nathan?” she asked.

“While we’re attacking Castle Aleich, I need you to protect the palace,” he said.

“What? This is an enemy Bastion! Why are you holding back against her?” she protested.

“I agree,” Astra called out, suddenly interested in the conversation. “She’s annoying but strong.”

“Thanks,” Fyre said, almost perfectly matching Nathan’s intonation from earlier.

“I’m not holding back. I’m even taking the Twins,” Nathan said. “What if this is a trap? Alice and Anna will be here and need protection. The palace is also vital to our plans. If Beatrice is manipulating Maylis in order to weaken our defenses, then responding with everything I have will be playing into her hands.”

Fyre scowled, but after a few moments, her expression softened. “That means you’re trusting me with the most important part of the plan, aren’t you?”

“There’s nobody else who can protect the palace from Beatrice by themselves,” he said.

The horsegirl nodded and her wings fluttered. “Can I get a prize if she does attack and I repel her?”

“No,” Ciana said, narrowing her eyes. “Are you fighting for Nathan out of duty or lust?”

“Both?” Fyre smirked. “I’ll share if you want. But a present would be really motivating.”

“I’m not promising sex in exchange for work,” Nathan said flatly. “If I ever do, it will be because we’re already together.”

Fyre pouted, but nodded. “Okay. Then I’ll prove that I’m worthy of your bed, Nathan.”

Nothing he could say would shake her confidence, apparently.

The next few hours passed in a blur. Nathan busied himself with drinking coffee and listening to the banter of his Champions. At some point, Alice and Anna left with Fyre to hunker down in a secure room. The sun had set, and he knew the battle would last until the early morning.

Then Seraph returned with the news that they were ready.

“Then give the order,” Nathan said. “We’re taking back Castle Aleich and rescuing Emperor Gorthal.”


Chapter 41




Most of Aleich sat on flat ground, leading into the western plains that stretched all the way to the Forselle River. But the oldest sections of the city nestled themselves between the hills to the east, including walled-off noble districts and the industrial center.

Supposedly, Aleich had started in the hills. Both of the city’s rivers ran through there, providing necessary water and industrial capability in the millennia before magic was commonplace among humans. The sprawl had naturally stretched onto the plains over time, as it was easier to build on and the city industrialized.

As such, Castle Aleich sat atop these hills, surrounded by a district devoted entirely to the Imperial Army.

That district now mobilized for battle against the very castle it was established to support. Torches blazed throughout the city as thousands of soldiers and knights marched through the streets. The great towers of the Lodge lit up with complicated spell frames and glittering barriers of light. Wagons ran through the nearby industrial district, collecting wood and supplies to erect siege weapons.

Almost every corner of Aleich lit up in response to the unprecedented deployment of the Imperial Army. Night markets opened spontaneously, as merchants spotted the massed crowds leaving their homes to see what was happening. Nathan ordered guards to be deployed, both to keep order and to prevent any attacks from being launched against the civilian population.

Standing beneath the looming castle, Nathan monitored the progress of preparations over the wireless.

Castle Aleich was a beast of a fortress. With a binding stone at its core, it had been reinforced countless times to match the scale of the city but also the growing danger of an ancient portal. Messengers had assailed Aleich countless times in history, and the portal was in a near-permanent state of transformation.

Its colossal steel gates remained closed, barring entry. Given its place in the military district, the castle had no outer courtyard. The building was a singular mass of stone and steel that towered nearly a hundred feet into the air. A translucent blue dome hung over the entire structure, crackling with raw power.

“Sen, is the Lodge ready?” Nathan asked.

“They’re running the final synchronization tests now,” she said. “I think they’ll be ready to start in under ten minutes.”

“Confirmed. I’ll let Fei and Seraph know to expect a light show.” He dropped the line, then switched to another. “Fei, Seraph, the Lodge will begin casting within ten minutes. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen multiple seventh rank spells be cast at once, but any possible misfire will be immensely damaging. Are all defensive preparations ready?”

“Yes,” Seraph said. “I’ve pulled everyone back to the siege engines and we’ll activate barriers once we see the towers begin their rituals.”

“Is it likely to misfire?” Fei asked.

“No,” Nathan said. “Not unless one of Maylis’s Champions interferes with the spells. But even if everything goes well, the raw devastation will be blinding.”

“Understood. I’ll be ready,” Fei said.

Then it was time to wait.

As predicted, several of the largest and greatest mage towers of Aleich lit up even brighter than usual. The spell frames hanging outside the structures multiplied, before becoming a single massive frame in the shape of a heptagon. The light was so intense that Nathan saw the palace as easily as he might during daytime.

The sorcerers of the Lodge were casting massive rituals using the towers as foci. Such spells hadn’t been used since Omria last walked Doumahr, and the threat of Messengers roaming the world was real.

At least, they hadn’t been used in this world. Nathan knew them well.

Most sorcerers struggle to cast anything grander than a fourth rank spell. As such, they tended to rely on magical fonts such as cairns as well as the assistance of other mages. Years ago, when the Federation had assaulted Gharrick Pass, a mage had done exactly that.

The scale of these spells was orders of magnitude greater. Seventh rank spells were unheard of outside these rituals and the empowered sorcery of Bastions. Nathan knew only a handful himself. Almost every competent sorcerer in the Lodge must have turned out to cast several of them at once.

Not all the towers cast at the same speed, however. The spell frames lit up and gained radiance independently. The faster towers started casting later, enabling them to finish their spell at the same time as the rest. That had been the purpose of the synchronization test—the mages compared their relative spellcasting abilities before the real deal.

For humanity, this was the closest thing they had to superweapons. If necessary, the Lodges of a nation could cast spells capable of vaporizing cities and armies, often from hundreds of miles away.

But compared to Bastions and trigem Champions, who could accomplish such feats themselves, anything less than these rituals would accomplish nothing.

After a few minutes, the towers finished casting. Their spell frames illuminated all of Aleich. The citizenry watched in awe from the streets, as if they were seeing a great celebration.

Then the air itself crackled with magical power. Each spell fired at once. An ear-shattering boom echoed across the city and the surrounding plains. Ciana slapped her hands over her ears to no avail as all sound vanished.

The spells slammed into Castle Aleich’s barrier, attempting to obliterate it. Bolts of lightning rained down. A beam of light shot across the night sky. The entire barrier seemed to crackle with power as one tower injected its magic directly into it. A fiery meteor shower peppered the castle.

But the true cause of the barrier’s collapse was the massive hole blown straight through it. Winds batted at Nathan in the wake of the concentrated blast of wind fired at the barrier.

With part of it shattered, the entire defense weakened. Within seconds, cracks spread across the entire field of light. It flickered, and then collapsed in a blinding flash.

An instant later, the Lodge ceased casting. Their great rituals winked out at once.

Rubble poured off the castle from where the spells had left their mark. Entire towers fell down, walls crumbled, and a section of roof caved in from a meteor.

But the defenders still remained inside.

Nathan checked the wireless. It remained active, but the signal was distorted.

Even so, he contacted Fei. “Launch the assault,” he said.

Fei responded with something that sounded like an affirmative.

The barriers protecting Nathan’s soldiers vanished. In their place flew boulders and ballistae bolts, which punched into the castle repeatedly.

While the siege weapons laid down a barrage on the castle, Fei and a hundred knights advanced on the gate. Astra watched from behind with companies of knights and sorcerers. The trigem waited with her arms crossed, wary for any potential counterattack.

None came. Fei reached the gate, even as dust rained down on her. The enchanted armor of the knights kept them safe.

Blue flames burst from Fei’s body, then wreathed her from head-to-toe. She then held herself against the gate. Within seconds, it was aflame. But it stood strong, resisting Fei’s magic-consuming blaze.

The knights then began their work. They began firing spells into Fei over and over. None of them had any visible effect on her, as her flames consumed such weak spells before they touched her.

But the truth was that this strengthened her and filled her reserves. Nathan couldn’t easily top up a Champion while they used their abilities, as he needed to be both close to them and to touch their mind. The process tended to distract the Champion in question.

Fei’s abilities enabled her to consume magic, granting her an alternative option. Her knights used their magic to feed her.

Minutes passed as the catgirl poured her power into the gate. Slowly, the steel began to flake away into non-existence. The gate creaked, its groans of suffering rolling over the assembled army.

Then it collapsed. The warped and partially melted hunk of steel teetered, then toppled over. Fei and her knights scattered to avoid being crushed.

The siege weapons stopped firing. Seraph must have given the order, in case a melee ensued outside the gate.

Nothing happened. Astra sent her knights forward, and a mass of soldiers formed up outside Castle Aleich.

“I think it’s time to see what the hell is going on,” Nathan said.

By the time he reached Fei, his other Champions had assembled. They all waited near the newly opened entrance to the castle. Even Sen was here, as Narime had teleported her here once the business with the Lodge was concluded.

Fei peeked into the castle. Its entrance hall appeared to be empty.

“We need to be careful,” Nathan said. “Maylis might modify the castle and entrap us at any moment.”

They advanced inside. Nathan tapped into his binding stones, ready to counter Maylis’s manipulation at a moment’s notice. She didn’t try anything.

That concerned him. He couldn’t feel a damn thing in this castle. Fortunately, controlling the palace gave him a nearby font of power to draw upon, greatly increasing the efficiency of his binding stones.

The central atrium of the castle lay past multiple twisting hallways, all built to enable defenders to unleash death upon invaders from the safety of higher ground and protective barriers. Not a single soldier manned those defenses.

While Nathan and his Champions led the way, the knights poured in after them. He felt the tension rising with each step, particularly as Maylis could unleash immense damage if she got her magic past him.

Then they reached the atrium and could do nothing but stare.

The atrium was a chamber roughly the size of the palace’s grand hall. It had clearly been constructed to act as a line of defense. Large staircases fanned the sides of the multi-story room, leading to the upper levels. Defensive outcropping and towers dotted the walls.

Like in all Bastion strongholds, a massive double door gate contained the entrance to the portal.

Unfortunately, that gate stood wide open. Physical barricades of wood and sandbags surrounded it, and hundreds of Royal Knights hunkered behind them. The sounds of battle and demonic screeches ripped through the open gate.

When Nathan and his Champion entered the hall, the Royal Knights could do nothing but stare at them. After several seconds of confusion, Nathan stepped forward.

“Who’s in command here?” he bellowed, his voice echoing off the walls.

Nobody answered him. Before he repeated himself, an officer stepped forward. He appeared to be a unit commander rather than a proper officer, but that was good enough.

“Bastion Nathan,” the officer said, saluting him. “Thank Omria you’ve come. Maylis has gone mad. The castle went into complete lockdown earlier this afternoon and there’s an invasion taking place.”

Well, shit.

“Where is Maylis?” Nathan asked.

The officer pointed at the portal.

“Why the hell aren’t you in there?” he asked. “Aren’t you fighting back the demons?”

“That’s what’s insane, Bastion. Maylis isn’t. Before the invasion started, she entered the portal with most of her Champions. Most of us responded to the alarm and found hundreds of our comrades setting up defenses to stop us from entering.” The officer looked down, terror splashed across his face. “I fear that the demons have somehow corrupted them.”

That was a very real possibility. The odds of Beatrice’s involvement were so high that Nathan suspected he’d lose money betting that she was here.

“My knights are here,” Nathan said. “Rotate out anyone who isn’t ready to fight. Seraph, I need you to organize an offense. If there’s an invasion taking place, we need to crush it.”

“Sir!” the officer said, snapping off a salute.

While Seraph directed Nathan’s knights into the hall, flooding it with elite soldiers, he rushed to the sub-levels of the castle. Sunstorm had ducked outside to communicate what was taking place inside.

“We’re focusing on the binding stone, aren’t we?” Sen asked.

“I want to confirm that Maylis still has it in her control,” he said.

“And so you can take it?”

“No. While an invasion is occurring, binding stones can’t be transferred. The demonic energy pouring through the stone makes the process of establishing tethers effectively impossible. I might be able to sever Maylis’s connection using mental magic, but that risks destabilizing the binding stone entirely,” he said. “Even Kadria never did that in my world.”

The one binding stone that she had left him connected to had been the one she invaded through. If she possessed the power to sever his connection to it, she surely would have, instead of playing along with his plan to detonate it.

When they found Maylis’s binding stone, it appeared to be fully under her control. Multiple barriers and physical barricades restricted their access to it. Using ascended magic and Fei’s flames, he suspected he could break through in less than fifteen minutes.

But if he couldn’t take control of the binding stone, why bother? He could save his power and do it later, once Maylis was dealt with.

They left.

“Is it good or bad that she’s still in control?” Narime asked.

“Uh, bad,” Laura said. “She’ll be able to bitchslap Nathan with her Bastion magic.”

“Not necessarily,” he said. “Manipulating reality is difficult in the portal. Maylis is far from the most competent sorcerer, from what I understand. I might have the advantage now that I control the palace.”

When they reached the atrium, Seraph had nearly finished her preparations.

Lines of knights stretched from the gate to the rear of the hall. The gold uniforms of the Royal Knights mixed with the black and silver of Fei’s knights. When Nathan ordered them to prepare for the assault, they saluted as one.

Nathan faced the portal entrance. How many years had it been since he’d deployed an army to shut down a rogue portal?

Not since the fall of Trafaumh. His efforts had been futile there. Thanatos had already broken through, and every portal they shut down was met with a new one created by the Messenger.

This time, Nathan would stop the invasion in its infancy.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Nathan walked into the portal, accompanied by his Champions. He refused to walk back out until he had crushed the invasion, dealt with Maylis, and retrieved Gorthal.
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Nathan wondered if he had walked into some sort of painting. The sort with impossible geometry, overlapping objects, and a questionable sense of reality.

An ordinary portal was broken up into two sections, the valley where the demons were repelled, and the clearing where the tear in reality appeared. Demons started in the clearing and attempted to break through defenses in the valley.

Messengers frequently modified the layout of portals in a way Bastions couldn’t alter. Kadria created a single massive clearing for her endless army to invade through. The Twins split the valley in two. Thanatos reversed the portal’s shape, forcing the defenders to fight an uphill battle.

Nathan wasn’t sure what to call what he saw. Like with Thanatos’s portal, there were numerous paths to the portal itself, which hung in the distance.

But these paths looked nothing like any Nathan had ever seen. Dozens of winding tracks rose up and down, sometimes merging and frequently going over one another. None of the paths appeared to have a bottom. If Nathan looked at the underside of a path that ran over another, he saw the bright purple sky that illuminated the entire portal.

“What the fuck is this?” he asked aloud.

“Chaos,” Maura said. “Beatrice is a real believer in our old boss. Kind of sucks at invasions, though. Way too easy to set up chokepoints, and she relies on magical demons like we do.”

“A manticore would be as wide as any of these pathways,” Narime said.

“Yup. That’s why this is dumb. Looks cool and is damn scary for you folks, but she can’t bring the true power of a demonic horde to life. Not to mention that she sucks at combat.”

“How does she ever escape?” Nathan asked.

“By being a crafty bitch. Nobody ever said that we need to win the battle, did they? If she can change her form, then she can just walk out with the victorious army, slip into the mind of the Bastion, and voila, she has all the dick she needs,” Maura said.

“I’m pretty sure she prefers girls,” Laura said.

“We’re succubi. I don’t think we have a gender preference.”

“I do. Give me a fat cock or go home,” Laura responded.

“As nice as it is to hear about your sexual preferences, we have an invasion to stop,” Nurevia said. “For the record, I definitely agree with Laura.”

“We should do a threesome once Nathan finally fucks us,” Laura suggested.

Before Nurevia could be drawn into such a stupid conversation, Fei interrupted them.

“Those are the Royal Knights we were told about. There are hundreds of them, and their defenses are facing us,” the catgirl said. “But their walls look so crappy.”

“Maylis likely didn’t have the time or power to rebuild her defenses to stop us. Maybe that’s the same reason there are no summons,” Nathan said. “This smacks of desperation by Beatrice. Also, Maura, I think you owe someone an apology for doubting them.”

“Yeah, yeah. The little goat was right, as always.” Maura rolled her eyes and flipped him off. “I’m not fucking apologizing to her. If you want to punish me, do it the succubi way. I’m sure the goat will fucking love it.”

Nathan doubted that. He got the feeling Kadria was nowhere near as much of a voyeur as the Twins.

“Our objective is to reach the portal and shut it down.” He pointed at the Twins. “I’ll need your help to handle the cascade when I do that.”

“Gotcha. Preparing for that will keep us busy, though. It’s a lot harder to redirect the flow of another Messenger’s energy,” Maura said.

“I’ll let you know if I need your help with anything else, then. Focus on the portal,” he said.

Then they advanced on the rogue knights under Beatrice’s influence. Nathan struggled to call them traitors. Did they believe in Maylis? Had Beatrice addled their minds?

Arcadia had collapsed due to her meddling. Blaming those manipulated by a succubus was an easy way out, but a foolish one. Nathan understood the power of mental magic. He had used it, after all. Expecting ordinary soldiers to resist the otherworldly power of a Messenger was like expecting farmers to stop a drought.

The clash between Nathan’s army and the rogue knights was all the more brutal with that knowledge. Royal Knights battled their friends. Fei’s knights cut through the ranks of soldiers they had been trained to copy.

Maylis’s Champions emerged in the chaos. Nathan only spotted six, which could mean not all of them were willing to fight for Maylis in this state.

Seraph, Sen, Fei, and Sunstorm each paired off with an enemy Champion. Their abilities clashed, and knights scattered to avoid becoming collateral damage. Nurevia and Narime focused on a sapphire duogem behind the enemy ranks, who began peppering them with rapid-fire spells.

But the Hound didn’t show himself at first. Astra and Ciana remained out of the battle, instead staying close to Nathan. Behind them, the Twins hovered in the air. Laura’s dress fluttered due to an invisible wind. The two appeared to be arguing over something, and every so often Maura’s dress fluttered, before she stopped it.

Were they seriously fighting over appearances during a battle?

Nathan’s thoughts were pulled back to the battle by the appearance of their guest of honor.

The Hound blew apart several knights with his fists. As he dashed forward to close in on more, an invisible force knocked him dozens of feet back.

Astra’s opals glowed as she focused in on her opposing trigem. Unlike when she fought Griem, the Hound was an excellent match-up for her.

“Well, well, well,” the Hound said, rising to his feet. “You’re finally here. Perhaps it’s time to settle this.”

“There’s nothing to settle. You stepped aside when you realized the palace was in serious danger. Or was that a ruse in order to kidnap the Emperor?” Nathan asked.

“I’ll admit that I slowed you down,” the Hound said. “Orders are orders. But I was genuine about allowing you to protect the palace. I didn’t expect the old man to actually lose. The fact your mad father actually overcame him is galling.”

“But you’ll stand in my way now, when the Emperor’s life is at stake,” Nathan said.

Was talking to the Hound pointless? Astra’s annoyed look suggested that she thought so.

But unlike the nearby soldiers, the Hound seemed in control of his mental faculties. He was a trigem, after all. That came with significant magical resistances that would give even a succubus pause. Plus, he was trained in Trafaumh according to Reine. They had successfully defeated Beatrice in Nathan’s world.

“Maylis believes that this is the only way to save the Emperor, if you can believe that,” the Hound said with an empty grin. “I don’t, but I’m just a Champion. I fight. Fortunately, I fucking love fighting.”

“That’s it, then? Your Bastion has gone mad, is working with a Messenger, and you’ll slow me down for a second time despite that?” Nathan asked, feeling his anger rising again.

“Yup. We never finished our last fight. If I’m going out, then it’s going to be my way. Using my fists.” The Hound raised his gloved hands, as if gesturing for Nathan to attack him.

Astra didn’t wait for orders. Her arms blurred forward as she used her telekinesis to attack.

The Hound blurred and sped toward them. Astra’s attack obliterated some poor enemy knight in the distance. Two sapphires glowed in the Hound’s collar.

Chains burst from the ground and wrapped around Astra. They held her firmly in place, with her arms outstretched. She roared and attempted to break them, but failed. Her opals weren’t strong enough and her immortality couldn’t help her.

Rather than focus on a trigem he couldn’t fight, the Hound shot toward Nathan. Ciana raised her hand and summoned the barrier.

After two battles where he failed to make a dent in Ciana’s gem ability, the Hound finally learned his lesson. His sapphires glowed again.

The chains vanished from around Astra, causing her to stumble. Then they reappeared on Ciana. She yelped, but couldn’t move without dispelling the barrier.

The Hound then rushed around the edge of the barrier. Too late, Ciana realized she couldn’t shift her barrier to stop him while her arms were restrained. Astra stepped forward to engage with him.

This time, the Hound countered her telekinesis with his fists. The air exploded and tore apart the rocky ground they stood on. Shards of rock pelted Nathan. He ignored them and instead focused on a spatial attack spell.

Again, the Hound switched the target of his chains. Astra found herself locked in place, and Ciana freed. Before the unicorn knight summoned another barrier, the Hound was on Nathan.

Nathan’s sword slammed into the trigem’s fists. He unleashed his spell at the same moment the Hound activated his gem ability. Ciana’s diamonds glowed, and she screamed as she charged the Hound.

A massive force slammed into Nathan’s body. He felt his bones creak and grit his teeth. Then the moment passed, and the Hound was behind him. Blood poured from the trigem’s hands and pieces of steel and flesh littered the ground. Nathan could have sworn he saw fingers.

“You’re a tough fucker,” the Hound gasped, attempting to cradle his damaged hands. His gloves had been split open length-wise and gashes cut deep into his hands, cleaving off entire digits.

Nathan’s spell had been largely absorbed by the Hound’s ability. That was what saved his life, but it ensured the trigem survived the spell.

Ciana dashed in front of Nathan, ready to raise another barrier. Before she did, the Hound was sent flying backward. Blood flew from where the impact broke his nose and busted his lip open.

Astra walked forward, freed from her chains. Standing a few dozen feet away, Narime watched their duel closely. Her sapphires stopped glowing, indicating that she had dispelled the chains. Evidently, she had found the time to analyze them after the last fight.

Nearby, Nurevia reloaded her crossbows. Her targeted Champion was nowhere to be seen. Presumably dead. The same appeared to be the case for the other Champions. Sunstorm had a head in her hands, while Fei and Seraph focused on the battle itself. They attempted to capture the rogue knights alive, but few of them appeared willing to surrender.

As Nathan strode over to the wounded Hound, the Twins dropped down next to him.

“No,” Astra said. She knocked the Twins down with a swing of her arm.

“Holy friendly fire, bitch,” Maura spat.

“Stay out of this,” Astra warned, wary of another attempt by the Twins to convince Nathan to use his mental magic.

He ignored the fuss behind him. Ciana insisted on remaining between him and the Hound.

The man in question lay on his back. His hands were damaged beyond repair, his face bloodied and broken, and he potentially had other injuries from Astra’s earlier blow.

Grinning up at Nathan, the Hound made no effort to move or fight back.

“Why didn’t you use your curse?” Nathan asked. “You held back in Aleich, too. I was waiting for you to use it on Ciana.”

“I may be Maylis’s Champion, but I am still a servant of the Empire. This has been my home for decades,” the Hound said. “At some point, all good things must come to an end, right? I get to go out in battle, like I’ve always wanted to. I fought you. Not many Bastions are willing to get close to me in a fight. Those that do die. You didn’t. Omria’s judgment slid off you.”

“You think that holding back makes up for it?”

The trigem laughed. “I don’t care what you think. My duty is nearly complete. I’m satisfied. Only Omria can judge me, after years of allowing me to judge others in her name. Everyone calls me the Hound of Omria, but in the end, she never asked me to heel. So I’ll live my life by my own rules.”

Nathan remained silent. Despite everything, he had some measure of respect for the Hound. No wonder this trigem had been the one who had done permanent harm to the Messenger Siv.

Suddenly, the Hound raised a hand. All three of his sapphires glowed. Gasping, Ciana prepared to attack him, but Nathan stopped her.

The curse hadn’t affected Nathan. In fact, he couldn’t feel anything negative affecting the Champions on his mental links.

“It’s done,” the Hound said. “I told you that I’m a servant of the Empire, right? Well, now you can’t doubt me. I’ve cursed Maylis. For her crimes, Omria’s judgment will be final. You know what to do now, don’t you?”

Death seemed to fill the Hound’s eyes. A sense of finality and calm overcame the previously energetic Champion.

Without hesitating, Nathan pumped his sword full of magic and slashed the Hound’s throat open. Life spilled out of his neck and left his eyes. Only his curse remained.

Nathan lacked any pithy words or parting comments. He didn’t understand the Hound, other than his raw conviction and desire to act according to his own beliefs. This world wasn’t one where he was destined to learn more about the man.

More importantly, he had defeated the greatest threat in the portal. Maylis’s trigem lay dead, along with most of her Champions. Her army had been shattered, and Nathan’s reinforcements poured through from Castle Aleich.

After sheathing his sword, Nathan regrouped with his Champions.

The time to stop this invasion and Maylis had come.
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The closer Nathan got to the clearing, the denser the demonic horde became. His knights and Champions cleaved them apart almost effortlessly at this point.

Blue flames consumed entire columns of demons instantly. Energy waves, force blasts, and orbs of lava tore apart hundreds more. Crossbow bolts blew apart heads. Slashes that tore apart space combined with telekinetic blows to leave a trail of corpses in their wake.

Step by step, they pushed forward and reached the eye-watering tear in reality. It stood in the center of a truly massive clearing, surrounded by cliffs. The dozens of separate paths all converged on a single valley before emerging into the open space near the clearing.

Seething, furious manticores awaited them at the end. Ciana’s barrier blocked their barrage of magical quills. The black light within began to eat away at her field of light, but she simply unsummoned it.

Within moments, Nathan and his Champions tore apart the manticores.

The knights poured in afterward, meeting the demonic horde in combat. Their spells and enchanted equipment ensured they were more than a match for the bulky demons. Officers rotated out the injured and exhausted, ensuring fresh soldiers were on the front line at all times. Reinforcements stopped arriving from Castle Aleich as every knight was either wounded or committed to the battle.

Nathan refused to send ordinary soldiers into the portal. They would die en masse if they waded into a brawl like this. Only elite knights could match demons in melee.

This close to the portal, Nathan finally spotted Maylis and Beatrice. Maylis stood next to a long platform, appearing to do nothing at all. The succubus hovered in the air above her. Beatrice wore a priestess’s uniform and looked somewhat like those that had come with Trafaumh’s delegation. Nathan couldn’t be certain, however.

The likelihood that Beatrice intended to mislead him was high. Acting against Trafaumh over such a minor clue might be a mistake.

Nathan also saw Gorthal. The former emperor lay on the platform in front of Maylis, dressed only in his bedclothes. He appeared far older than he ever had before, and his face was so gaunt and pallid that Nathan worried Gorthal was already dead.

A quick scan with magic confirmed that Gorthal was still alive, if only just. Maylis must be keeping him alive somehow. Or perhaps she was utterly lost in Beatrice’s manufactured delusions.

“Hey, bitch! This is our world, get your own,” Maura shouted at Beatrice.

The Twins were also floating in the air. No doubt many of the knights noticed the similarities in the powers of Beatrice and the Twins.

“Finder’s keepers,” Beatrice purred.

“I hoped you’d say that,” Laura said. “Because that means you won’t object if we cut your limbs off and turn you into a gift for Nathan, right?”

What the fuck? Nathan wondered if he had heard that right. The shocked and frustrated expressions on his Champions’ faces suggested he had. Hopefully his knights weren’t listening in.

“Try it, if you can. My wards are impenetrable. I won’t be harmed by your pathetic selves. How can you consider yourselves succubi if you’re defeated by such a weakling?” Beatrice asked.

Nathan reached out and confirmed her words. Wards surrounded Beatrice and were of equal power to those Nathan used in Gharrick Pass.

The joke was on Beatrice, however. While she remained in those wards, she couldn’t fight back. Her own spells would fail to penetrate her own protections. No wonder Maura had considered Beatrice to be an awful fighter. A Messenger was the most powerful figure in an invasion, and Beatrice had actively removed herself from the battle.

“You’ll have to leave your wards one day,” Maura said. “You might as well save us the trouble and just drop down, bend over, and wait for your reaming. If you’re a real succubus, you’ll fucking love it.”

“I prefer to do the reaming, not receive it,” Beatrice responded.

“God, you have such fucking awful taste,” Laura said.

Beatrice sneered at the Twins, who gave her the middle finger in return.

“I cannot believe I once lived in fear of Messengers,” Narime said flatly. “How beings this ridiculous destroyed my homeland is beyond me.”

“Unfortunately, they’re as powerful as they are absurd,” Nathan said. “I imagine all the timeline hopping drives them to insanity.”

He then gestured for them to advance. His knights had carved a path forward while the Twins argued with Beatrice. True to his orders, the Twins didn’t engage in the battle itself. Instead, they continually pumped magic through their bodies in preparation for anything to happen to the portal.

Given the density of demons pouring through it, closing it would trigger an immense cascade. One large enough to sweep through the entire Empire.

Nathan had a more immediate objective, however. Rescuing Gorthal.

“There are wards around the Emperor,” Nathan told his Champions. “Narime and Fei, I need you to try to breach them.” He paused. “Sen, you help them. Ifrit might know a trick or two.”

“What about you?” Narime asked.

“I’ll deal with Maylis. A Bastion is the best counter to another Bastion when fighting in their territory. I want everyone else to support me or keep the demons away from us. I expect they’ll mob us when we get close,” he said. “If Beatrice leaves her wards or you feel any signs of mental attack, pull back immediately. Astra and I will handle her, if the Twins don’t.”

His orders given out, Nathan approached Maylis. His knights continued to battle, assisted by Fei and Seraph. Their abilities allowed them to fight hordes of demons with great effectiveness, so they focused on crowd control.

“Maylis, stop this madness,” Nathan said.

He expected his words to have no effect and began preparing another spatial spell. If it had worked on the Hound, it would likely work on Maylis.

Surprisingly, she turned to face him.

“It’s not madness. This is the only way to save him,” Maylis said.

“Save him from what?”

“You. Alice. The Messengers. Falmir. Assassins. His illness. Everything,” she said, her voice verging on incoherency. “Once I complete this ritual and restore his health, he can lead the Empire and quell all rebellion once again.”

“Maylis, what ritual? You’re just standing here.”

“You don’t understand,” she said, before drawing the sword at her waist.

“Words meaningless,” Astra said. “Death is her only release.”

“She’s right, Nathan. You’re trying to talk sense into somebody without any,” Narime said.

Beatrice continued to ignore them, exchanging barbs and insults with the Twins above their heads. Demons fell by the hundreds around him, unable to get close.

Despite the battle raging, Nathan wished he could understand what the hell was going on. Why had Maylis done this? Was there some reason she had been susceptible to Beatrice, or was this all mental magic?

“The Emperor said himself that he wants to leave Doumahr by the grace of Omria. How can you betray him like this?” Nathan asked.

Maylis paused. Intelligence flickered in her eyes, and he briefly saw sorrow in them. Then the madness returned.

“I loved him. He gave me everything and held the Empire together. Without him, I don’t think there is any grace of Omria left in the world,” Maylis said, staring into space with her sword drawn.

Love? Maylis loved Gorthal?

Frustrated, Nathan said, “Is that what this is all about? Childish delusions?” He cursed and tightened his grip on his sword. “Torneus at least cared about his country and slowly lost sight of why he was doing what he did. Tharban was always a fucking monster, but never wavered in his beliefs that the current Empire was weak. But you…”

This felt like Sureev all over again. Nathan found himself unable to see how Maylis had convinced herself of this. There seemed to be an inkling of the true Maylis behind the mental magic, but drawing it out didn’t seem possible.

Nathan’s attempt to use mental magic failed to even get past the powerful barriers around her mind. Beatrice had locked Maylis’s mind up tight.

In the end, he realized, sometimes the easier option was just to kill the cause of his problems. It had worked with Sureev. Maylis wasn’t Tharban or Torneus. Her death couldn’t cause a cascade of political problems that consumed Doumahr.

She was simply a confused woman who had fallen under the spell of a succubus. Perhaps her reasons were fabricated as well?

Decision made, Nathan slashed his sword at Maylis. As expected, she responded with reality manipulation. A wall of stone appeared between the two of them. It collapsed when Nathan’s spell tore out a huge line in its center.

His Champions leaped forward. Sunstorm teleported behind Maylis, and her attack was blocked the same way as Nathan’s. Nurevia’s crossbow bolts burst on a barrier of raw magic that Maylis summoned to protect herself.

Then Narime shattered Maylis’s legs with a force blast. The Bastion fell to the ground, screaming. She attempted to summon another surge of magic, but failed to protect herself in time. The curse slowed her ability to use magic just enough.

Astra appeared over Maylis. Her fists rose overhead, but then the dark elf trigem paused. She glanced back at Nathan.

He nodded.

A moment later, Maylis died. Her head now decorated the ground of the portal.

Within seconds, the battle was over. Without her Champions, Maylis had lacked the ability to come close to Nathan’s power. He felt underwhelmed. Even she had been weak. Just like Theus, she had lacked the knowledge of how to battle another Bastion. Perhaps part of it had been the mental magic, but somehow Nathan knew the result would be the same even in a true battle.

“Nathan, I might need your help,” Sen called out.

Narime frowned, then dashed over. She was supposed to help Sen out from the beginning, but the battle with Maylis had ended almost instantly.

Both Champions poked and prodded at the wards. Gorthal remained asleep atop the platform.

“I can shatter the barrier,” Narime said.

“Ifrit showed me a spell for the anti-magic ward,” Sen said.

“Then I’ll deal with the spatial one,” Nathan said.

Beatrice glowered at them while they dispelled the wards. She looked between them and the portal repeatedly, as if wondering if she could escape through it.

“Yeah, that’s right, bitch. Hope you’re looking forward to spending the rest of your life as a cocksleeve,” Maura taunted, floating just outside Beatrice’s barrier.

For some reason, Beatrice didn’t respond to their taunts now. Nathan paused, about to dispel the spatial barrier. Something tickled his magical senses.

Instinctively, he reached for his binding stones. The palace was nearby and sat on the same leylines as Castle Aleich. It could sense the same movements of magic that affected the castle.

As feared, he found a convergence of energy on the castle. For some reason, the portal appeared to be on the verge of cascade despite remaining open. But how could that be?

“Maura, Laura, something’s happening to the portal,” he called out.

The Twins froze in mid-air. Then they started swearing and turned to face the huge black-and-white tear in space two hundred feet away.

The next moment, the portal collapsed in on itself. Thunder split the air. Huge gusts of wind billowed across the clearing, and everyone struggled to remain standing. A surge of energy rippled through Nathan’s binding stones and he felt his vision swim and his hands shake. Ciana gripped his arm and kept him upright.

A bright white gateway snapped into existence a moment later. Nathan stared at it.

This was his gateway spell, he realized. The one that enabled him to convert active portals into gateways with no preparation. Nobody else should know it.

No, he realized. There is somebody else who might be able to cast it. The same man who devised the spell to begin with. Nathan hadn’t considered him at first because it was years before that took place.

Falmir’s army strode through the portal in force. Banners flew high and heavily armored soldiers led the unit. Behind them came masses of Falmir’s famed battle mages, who began to prepare their spells upon walking through.

And at the front of the army stood Gareth.
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Abarrage of spells arced through the air seconds after Falmir’s army marched through the newly created gateway. Before they crashed into Nathan’s army, a silver barrier snapped into existence. The spells exploded uselessly against it, but more kept coming.

Ciana maintained her focus, but sweat began to form on her brow. Falmir’s army continued to advance. More soldiers poured through the gateway, but fewer and fewer came with each wave.

“Shit, Gorthal,” Nathan said, staring in horror at the Emperor’s prone body. “Ciana, you need to shift the barrier.”

She grunted, but then another wave of magic arrived.

The Twins suddenly dropped to the ground next to Nathan. They collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily.

“Don’t ask us to do that again,” Maura gasped out. “Holy fucking shit, that was awful.”

Nathan nodded. He had felt the ridiculous amount of energy that poured into his binding stones. Without the palace, Nathan wasn’t sure that he could have absorbed it all. What would the side-effect of too much energy be? Invasions?

Right now, that didn’t matter.

“I’ll give you a reward later,” he said.

“It better be your cock.”

He grunted. Given their desires, it wasn’t as though they wanted much else from him.

“Ciana—” he began to say, about to repeat himself.

Then he saw Gareth casting a fifth rank spell. One with a blue glow.

“Drop the barrier,” Nathan snapped, gripping her arm.

She reacted instantly. Gareth’s spell fired off, to seemingly no effect. Narime gasped, her sapphires glowing.

“What was that?” she asked.

“A counter spell. Like yours,” Nathan said. “It affects far fewer spells, but it’s more dangerous. If he shattered the barrier, the remaining energy would have struck Ciana, like a spell canceled during casting.”

“You know him,” Narime said.

“That’s Bastion Gareth Pike,” Nurevia said. “Tharban fucking hated him. A real rough customer.”

“And a veteran of Kurai,” Nathan added. “Deal with him for a moment while I break Gorthal’s wards. Nurevia, the moment they go down, I want you to take him and retreat.”

“Why me?” she asked.

“Because I trust you to keep him safe and to run fast enough,” Nathan snapped. “Nobody else has your strength, speed, and raw power. Sunstorm can’t teleport with others, and I need Narime to deal with Gareth.”

Nurevia nodded, looking visibly chastened. “Sorry, Nathan.”

“Be a good girl or Nathan won’t insult you anymore,” Sen teased.

“Less talk, more fight,” Astra said. “They’re coming.”

Alongside Gareth walked two other Bastions. One was vaguely familiar to Nathan, and he recalled that she had died attempting to defeat Siv in the Empire.

The other physically hurt Nathan to look at. He had unkempt black hair, wore a poorly maintained dark blue officer’s uniform of Falmir, and stood beside an extremely familiar Champion.

“Vala,” Nathan gasped. His vision swam when he tried to look at the Bastion, so he stopped.

“Oh, fuck. Is that…” Maura reached up and physically turned Nathan’s head away from the strange Bastion. “Don’t look at him. You’re not him, but it’s never a good thing to bump into your alternate self.”

His what?

While Nathan went through an existential crisis, his Champions surged forward to stop Falmir’s Champions from seizing Gorthal. Gareth’s next spell shattered when Narime countered it. Nine enemy Champions shot forward to meet Nathan’s six, as Ciana and Nurevia hung back.

Sunstorm and Erica dueled as both assassins found themselves unable to harm the other. Erica’s ability enabled her to deflect Sunstorm’s spatial slash. But she lacked the power or speed to match Sunstorm. Both had teleportation, which prevented Erica from landing a clean hit.

Astra took on several Champions by herself. Enemy abilities and spells crashed against her body futilely, while she shattered bones and planted enemies in the dirt.

Blue flames suddenly obscured much of the battle. Screams and shouts rose up from Falmir as Fei unleashed a huge surge of her magic-consuming flames in a single great blast. A monogem got caught in the attack and fell to the ground ablaze. Seraph appeared above her and finished the flailing Champion off with her tonfas.

Nathan remembered what he needed to do and got to work dispelling Gorthal’s ward. It only took twenty seconds, but it felt like an eternity. A huge battle between Bastions and Champions raged nearby.

“Go,” he ordered Nurevia.

Without another word, the dark elf scooped up Gorthal and sped away. Beatrice screeched obscenities after her.

Then Nathan felt a surge of power nearby. A glacier seemed to burst from the ground, scattering his Champions.

A lanky figure slid down it, closely followed by Vala and the strange Bastion. Nathan did his best to ignore the headache-inducing Bastion.

“Damn, beaten to the punch,” Gareth said with an empty smile. “The princess will be upset.”

“The prophet, you mean,” the strange Bastion said in a voice that was like nails on a chalkboard to Nathan.

“Yeah, yeah,” Gareth said. Then he bowed to Nathan, ignoring Ciana’s defensive stance. “We haven’t met yet, but I’ve witnessed your magic. It is an honor.”

“What are you doing here, Gareth?” Nathan asked.

“You know who I am?” Gareth asked, surprised. “Did your father talk about me? Or maybe the busty dark elf who ran off with the prize?”

“You’re a powerful enough Bastion to know about anyway. Plus, you tried to kill Anna,” Nathan said, picking the easiest excuses he could. “Answer my question. This could escalate into open war.”

“I believe that might be the intention. Although, really, I don’t have the foggiest what’s going on. Do you?” Gareth chuckled. “You seem utterly unsurprised that an army from Falmir just burst in during an invasion and that we’re not here to help. Even my usage of your spell doesn’t faze you.” He leaned in, leaning on his staff. “I thought the most interesting thing about you was your knowledge of ascended magic, but now I’m even more curious.”

“Falmir’s desire to conquer the Empire isn’t a secret,” Nathan said. “But I hadn’t expected you to try to destroy the damn world.”

Gareth froze. “What?”

“He’s fucking with us, Gareth!” the other Bastion said. “Enough talk. Let’s end this.”

The strange Bastion charged forward, brimming with power from his binding stone. Or stones. Nathan didn’t know.

Immediately, Nathan pumped power into his own body to match the strange Bastion. But his reactions were delayed by the paralyzing sensation he felt whenever he looked at the man.

Was this childish idiot not affected in the same way that Nathan was?

Ciana stepped in, moving far faster than normal due to her sympathetic gem. The strange Bastion didn’t even have a chance to blink before she slashed his chest open and shoulder charged him. He was sent flying backward.

Gareth didn’t even blink. He merely stared at Nathan, mouthing something inaudibly.

“Oliver, you fucking idiot,” Vala snapped. She charged forward, her sole garnet glowing with power.

But rather than attack Ciana, she scooped up her Bastion and tried to retreat. Nathan watched her run away, torn between trying to stop her and being unwilling to get any closer to that “Oliver.” Or whatever he was.

“Explain,” Gareth said. “I confirmed everything about the spell in my research. This might be my first time using it, but you didn’t cause a cascade when you used it in the Spires. Quite the contrary, you likely stopped one.”

“The spell closes a portal, Gareth. You probably think that you’re redirecting the demonic energy, or that you’re putting it back into its bottle with your fancy spell. But no, you’re just closing a portal. Possibly two, if you used one back in Falmir,” Nathan said. “If the Twins hadn’t absorbed the cascade, then there’d be invasions all across the Empire. Messengers would spill forth.”

Gareth’s face paled. “That’s… I’ll need to check for myself. That sounds absurd. And how do your infamous tamed Messengers stop a cascade?”

“The same way we stop a huge cock from making a mess everywhere. We swallow all the excess and store it away somewhere,” Maura growled. “Holy shit, Nathan, kill the bastard or something. Isn’t he your enemy?”

“I am,” Gareth said. “Or I would be, but I have no desire to fight you. Right now, it would end poorly. You’re my superior in magic. But one day, I’ll match you.”

Nathan felt a strange feeling well up inside him as he heard his old mentor acknowledge his superiority. It was bittersweet to hear.

Because this Gareth didn’t know that Nathan had learned almost everything from him.

“If you’re not going to fight, take your army and leave. Unless you want to stay?” Nathan offered.

“I’m afraid that I have a princess to worry about, and a rather foolish protégé that needs babysitting.” Gareth chuckled, then stepped away. “The apple falls far from the tree, it seems. You’re nothing like Tharban, save perhaps his raw presence. But where he was all bark and no bite, I fear you’re the exact opposite.”

The Bastion pointed at Maylis’s corpse, as if to make his point.

Then he turned and began to cast a teleportation spell. No doubt he didn’t want to cross the raging battlefield of Champions a second time.

“Gareth, one thing,” Nathan said.

Gareth turned to him with a raised eyebrow.

“No matter what happens, never cast a ninth rank or higher spell,” Nathan said. “Never.”

Fear flickered in Gareth’s eyes. “You really do know things I can only dream of. I guess there’s a reason you can tame succubi. Normally, I wouldn’t take advice from others, but you told me what to look for in my gateway spell.” He then raised two fingers to his forehead in a mock salute, before teleporting away.

Seconds later, his Champions peeled away from the battle. That left others open, and Astra landed a killing blow on another Champion.

Vala had yet to get clear, however. Nathan stared at her. Magic welled up in his body, and he began to cast a spell.

As if reading his mind, Sunstorm appeared in a puff of darkness next to Vala. Her leg tripped the other Champion. Oliver went flying, rolling end over end.

Sunstorm teleported again, this time focusing on Oliver.

But right before she landed the critical blow, he vanished. The air itself distorted.

“We shall meet again, fools,” Beatrice shouted, carrying Oliver in her arms.

“Get back here, you fucking cocksleeve,” Maura growled.

Both Twins shot into the air and darkness wreathed their arms. Terror crossed Beatrice’s face, and she raced into the gateway. The Twins’ attacks tore apart dozens of Falmir’s soldiers, but missed their true target.

Then the gateway collapsed, leaving over two hundred enemies trapped here. Gareth had already left, possibly unaware that Vala hadn’t escaped with Oliver. The other Bastion had left with her Champions.

Nathan’s knights surged forth. The demons had been defeated by now, and all that remained was to deal with the new invaders. Seraph stepped in and ensured they accepted the surrender of their enemy. Abandoned by their Bastions, Falmir’s soldiers had no desire to keep fighting.

Scanning the battlefield one last time, Nathan spotted Sunstorm and Sen standing over Vala. The monogem remained deathly still, as if expecting to be executed at any moment. Then Sunstorm cracked Vala in the temple with the pommel of a sword, knocking her out.

“I think we’re done here,” Nathan said to no one in particular.

Maylis was dead, Castle Aleich recaptured, Emperor Gorthal saved, an invasion repelled, a Messenger defeated, and Falmir’s last second assault thwarted. Nathan had even captured an enemy Champion that he knew all too well.

As ridiculous as everything had been today, he had won. The civil war might finally be over.


Chapter 45




The sun shined brightly through the windows of the palace. People poured through the open doors of the grand hall. A mixture of Royal Knights and Nathan’s elites directed people to open positions on each level.

A small collection of nobles occupied the uppermost level. Milgar and Anna stood together, along with Duke George from Amica. The rest of the Amica dukes had been unable to make it, given the recent suppression of the rebellion in their lands. Perhaps a third of the Diet was in attendance.

But that didn’t matter today.

“If there are any opposed to the new constitution, approved by the Watcher Omria herself, speak now,” Gorthal intoned. He looked worn and had the constant support of his mistress, but he was alive.

Alice stood beside him in an elegant, frilly black and gold dress. She had shown Nathan the strings inside the dress that allowed her to open and close the slits along the legs. Right now, she remained modest. In private, he’d enjoy the chance to run his hands along her thighs while she kept the dress on.

Beneath it, she almost certainly wore a very special set of underwear. Nathan had no intention of undressing Alice when they celebrated today.

“Then by the power vested in me by the goddess, I declare the new Imperial constitution to be the right and proper instrument to govern the Anfang Empire henceforth,” Gorthal said. “And now, it is finally time. My retirement was not to occur until winter, but recent events have hastened it. I have been honored to serve the Watcher Omria, Doumahr, and the people of the glorious Anfang Empire. Our home may be scarred and pitted by history, but our strength never wanes. The future grows only brighter with the return of Omria and her prophet.”

Then Gorthal stood. Alice and his mistress immediately supported him as he took several steps forward.

A hush fell over the hall. Nathan heard every cough in the chamber.

Once Gorthal was several steps in front of the throne, he pulled his arm free of Alice’s grip. In her place, Reine appeared. She had stood next to Nathan until now, beside the throne. Her baggy robe was missing, and she instead wore a simple black one-piece dress.

Unexpectantly, she had significant curves. Almost enough to compete with Fei, albeit with a much more modest bust size.

Alice took her seat in the throne. Gorthal then raised his arms, took the crown off his head, and placed it on his granddaughter.

“Without a doubt, this is the happiest I have been, Alice,” he said, his voice barely above a murmur.

“Thank you, Grandpa,” she said. “I will do everything I can to make you proud.”

“You already have.”

With those words, Gorthal allowed himself to be escorted to the other side of the throne.

The crowd broke into cheers. The noise nearly deafened Nathan, and it poured in from outside the palace. The external speakers were active once more, replaying Gorthal’s words to everyone outside. Half the city had turned up for the coronation. Nobody checked for appropriate entry papers. Today was a day for celebration.

Fyre stepped out from where she had been hiding behind a column. She stood in front of Alice and fanned her wings out. The crowd watched in silence.

“By Omria’s grace and power, I proclaim you the Empress of the Anfang Empire. May you protect and cherish all that has been gifted to you by her light,” Fyre said, staring Alice directly in the eyes.

The crown glowed in response to Fyre’s words. Naturally, this brought the cheering back. Many near the door began shouting to the crowd outside about the crown.

The glow had been a cheap trick, of course. Alice was already Empress, and the true coronation normally took place on the glittering throne.

But the crowd desired spectacle. Alice was a new Empress, and one that had taken the position following bitter civil war. The people of Aleich and the Empire needed a coronation that gave them faith in the future.

What followed was a series of speeches, given by the assembled nobles. Alice also gave a very short one. Then select members of the crowd were allowed to step forward and voice their jubilation regarding the new Empress.

A chair was provided for Gorthal, to enable him to watch over Alice’s coronation in full.

Right before the end of the ceremony, Alice rose. She raised her arms, and the hall fell silent.

“I have one final announcement,” she declared. “In recognition of Bastion Nathan’s relentless courage, drive, and desire to protect our faith and the Empire, I hereby announce my engagement to him. I hope that together we may restore the Empire to its lost glory.”

Nathan did his best to maintain a straight face. Nobody had told him that Alice was announcing their engagement like this. He’d picked out rings, but this was a little sooner than he expected.

That meant he’d need to go shopping for Anna’s rings as well. There was no chance in hell that she wouldn’t immediately pounce on him for an engagement as well.

The crowd exploded with excitement. Nathan genuinely worried that some people might die of suffocation because they hadn’t stopped cheering for the past several minutes.

Something shifted inside of him as he listened to the raucous approval of an entire nation regarding his engagement to their Empress. He hadn’t dreamed of anything like this since he was young. The revulsion many had felt toward him by the time of the coup in Falmir had always made it impossible to marry Charlotte, whatever his feelings might have been.

Today, he was free to marry whoever he liked. Things had truly changed.

After the ceremony, they retired to the true throne room. Gorthal followed them, exhausted as he was. Nathan’s Champions crowded into the room, congratulating Alice one after another.

“This is normally where the true coronation would take place,” Gorthal said. “But I feel that’s unnecessary.”

Alice froze.

“After all, you’ve been Empress for some time now, haven’t you?”

“Yes, Grandpa,” Alice said.

“It is no trouble. In fact, it was a weight lifted off my shoulders. I do not remember what happened with Maylis, but had the worst occurred, then I would have passed on with the knowledge that the Empire was in safe hands,” he said. His hand cupped Alice’s cheek. “I will always be proud of you, Alice.”

His mistress and the Royal Knights escorted him back to his suite. Even if he wasn’t the Emperor anymore, Alice wasn’t about to kick him out of the imperial suite, given his health.

“So, it’s done,” Alice said.

“Do you mean the engagement, your coronation, or the civil war?” Anna asked.

“All of them, clearly,” Alice said, rolling her eyes. “But with the new constitution in place, we’ve removed many of the causes of the civil war and succeeded at the very thing that drove us to start it. Bastions can be nobles. Family of archdukes are no longer prevented from taking the throne, so long as they renounce their inheritance. I can begin to correct problems that have simmered for decades due to the Nationalists.”

“I still think you shouldn’t have renounced your inheritance,” Anna grumbled. “Nathan could have been a von Milgar if you didn’t.”

“I doubt he’ll need my title or estate,” Alice said drily. “Besides, I expect I’ll be a von Arangar shortly. Matters have shifted in my family with the fall of the Nationalist movement.”

“It’s good to hear you’ll remain tremendously wealthy, then. If that’s everything, I think we’ll leave you two lovebirds alone,” Anna said, winking at Nathan. “Oh, and Nathan? I expect my own rings soon enough.”

Damn. He had been right on the money.

Once everyone left, save Ciana, Nathan picked up Alice and deposited her in his lap. Naturally, they sat on the glittering throne. His hands ran into her dress, and he ran his finger over her exposed pussy.

“How naughty of you, wearing this sort of underwear to your own coronation,” he teased.

“You say that, but you’re about to fuck me on the throne,” she gasped out. “Right?”

“You only have to ask.”

Once he made an appropriate mess of the new Empress and cleaned up what dribbled onto the throne, Nathan left Alice to her own devices.

Inside his bedroom, he settled in with a sigh. Ciana closed the door, then sat down next to him.

“It’s not over, is it?” she asked.

“For now, it is.”

“But?”

“We have an Empire to rebuild, Messenger invasions to prepare for, Bastions and Champions to replace, and a beastkin movement to please. There’s also a Champion taken prisoner that I’ve been putting off talking to,” he said, garnering a sharp look when he brought up Vala’s status. “Oh, and Falmir is preparing to invade in spring. Our last remaining move is to gain Trafaumh’s support. Only with their help can we avoid another war.”

“Avoid or delay?”

“Delay. But that’s for another day.” He reached over and shifted Ciana into his lap. She yelped, but quickly settled against him.

“It’s been a while since I’ve cuddled with you,” he said.

“I’ve missed it,” she said.

Nathan rested in his chair, with his favorite unicorn knight in his lap. The sun streamed through the window.

Minutes passed in comfortable silence. Ciana’s face reddened, and her hands wandered. But despite that, things remained calm. A clock ticked in the corner of the room. No noise filtered in from outside due to aural barriers on the room.

“I haven’t followed everything, but it’s not really about war anymore, is it?” Ciana asked suddenly.

“No.”

“I figured. It feels as though the wars and politics are merely battles in some larger conflict.” She bit her lip. “Fyre is important now, isn’t she?”

“She’s proven herself trustworthy.”

“Not like that. As someone who feels the same way about you, I immediately knew she could be trusted. Her feelings for you are too genuine and real, even if she rubs me the wrong way,” Ciana said. “I’m talking about her being the prophet. Falmir and the Empire don’t matter. What matters is which prophet wins.”

Nathan tried to smile, but he couldn’t. Instead, he ruffled Ciana’s hair.

“You and Fei will be the death of me one day. The two of you are far too perceptive,” he said.

“I hope it’s a little death,” Ciana said, her face reddening.

Nathan gave her a look and she giggled. “Fei and the others have been a terrible influence on you.”

“I like their company. Before, everyone else trod so lightly around me. But Fei and everyone are so inclusive and open, even if I’m still getting used to how happily they’ll talk about certain things.” Ciana giggled again. “Fei definitely knows what she wants.”

“She’s a possessive little kitty, that’s for sure. It’s little wonder she gets along with the dogs and wolves so well. Her bushy tail almost makes her look like one, and she certainly acts like one.”

“Maybe. I think she’s definitely a catgirl, though. She lazes around whenever she can. Loves grooming and being groomed. Purrs a lot.” Ciana stopped ticking off fingers. “Ummm…”

“Fei’s my favorite catwolfgirl,” Nathan said.

Ciana gave him a playful slap to the side of his head, although the way she swung her own head was far more dangerous. Her horn nearly tore his jaw off.

They settled into a comfortable silence again, while the unicorn leaned against his chest. He felt her heartbeat through her chest. With each passing second, it increased in speed.

“Ciana?” he asked. “Are you alright?”

Her hand gripped his. Slowly, she shifted in his lap so that she straddled him. Her eyes drifted to the door behind them. Once she confirmed it was still shut, Ciana lifted her head and pressed her lips against Nathan’s.

He wrapped his arms around her and responded to her kiss. She tussled with his tongue, moaning all the while. His hands pressed into her taut ass and kneaded it. She squeaked in surprise and pulled away. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth, bouncing up and down every time he pressed his fingers into her flesh.

“Do you need a little help to calm down?” he asked, aware that this was likely caused by her ongoing rutting.

Ciana shook her head. “No. I don’t want to calm down.” She gulped. “Nathan, I want you to take my first time. Please.”

Nathan placed a hand beneath her chin and ensured she couldn’t look away from him. She didn’t try.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I am. I know it’s not winter yet and I can still feel the lingering effects of my rutting but I want this,” she said. “I know I want you. I want to feel you inside me. To feel what I hear everyone else talk about, and what I’ve seen you give them. I hate how naughty it makes me feel to watch you fuck the others in front of me, and to then pleasure myself despite that.”

“You’re not naughty, Ciana,” Nathan said. “In fact, maybe I’m the one in the wrong for not making a stronger move. I should have known this would be rough on you.”

For some reason, Ciana gave him an odd look. “Nathan, this might sound strange, but… do you want me to call you an asshole?”

He stared at her. “That wasn’t quite what I was going for just then.”

“But you do, don’t you?” she accused.

“Hearing you say foul words and insults is rather special,” Nathan admitted. “You’re gentle, loving, and adorable. But like I said—”

“Nathan, you’re a real dick, you know that.”

A tingle ran down his spine, but he couldn’t resist the urge to laugh. Ciana pouted at him.

“I thought you wanted me to say that,” she mumbled.

“I’m sorry,” he tried to say, muffling his laughter. “But I was trying to be serious about how I was being harsh on you, and you’re trying to react to a minor kink I’m still developing. It’s goddamn hilarious.”

“Mean.”

“Uh huh.”

“Asshole.”

He tickled her horn, and Ciana gasped. “Do you mean that?”

“Y-yes,” she gasped out. “You’re a real asshole because you haven’t given me what I want. I’m here waiting for you, as your pure little unicorn, and you still haven’t done anything.”

“I distinctly remember quite a few things we’ve done. You and Fei have given me double blowjobs more times than I can remember,” he said.

“Yes, but…” She pouted. “Then I have to watch you fuck her silly.”

“Nobody ever said you have to watch, my naughty little unicorn.”

“I thought you said I wasn’t naughty. Liar.” Ciana smirked at him while her hands slipped inside his pants and began to stroke his hardening cock. She gulped. “And what kind of knight would I be if I walked away from a scene like that?”

She popped his cock out, her hands working it deftly. Just the way Fei had taught her over the past year. In response, Nathan began to undo her uniform. Her clothes swiftly piled up on the floor, leaving Ciana straddling him in little more than a pair of white panties. A noticeable wet patch showed on the front.

“I don’t expect my knights to watch me fuck my subordinates,” Nathan said. “Are you sure you don’t want to admit something?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just like all your other beastkin knights. Would any of them walk away if they got the chance to see you fuck Fei?” Ciana asked breathily, her chest heaving as he began to massage it.

“I’m pretty sure they’d line up next to her.”

“Like Sen and Sunstorm did in the Enclave?” she asked. “We’re going to need to redo that night. All four of us lined up this time.”

Nathan’s fingers slipped downward, into her panties and exploring her wetness. Juices leaked all over his fingers as he pushed them inside her. Her breath hitched, and she stopped pumping his cock.

“Keep going,” he whispered in Ciana’s ear. “If you remember, I didn’t line them up. Who would you choose to be pressed against?”

Her eyes glazed over while her ears drooped. Every time his fingers touched the walls of her pussy, her entire body seemed to twitch and her ears flicked upward. Nathan ran his tongue around her open lips. When he retreated, she lapped up his saliva with her tongue, then followed up with a kiss.

“Well?” he pressed.

“All of them,” Ciana gasped out. “Fei, because she’s helped me so much. Sunstorm, because she’s so strong and exciting to be with, and I think she’d make it so much fun. Sen, because the way she talks about sex with you makes me regret holding off. Especially regarding her ass.”

“Walk before you run. Sen hasn’t convinced the others to play along for good reason,” Nathan said, trying not to laugh.

The unicorn pouted. Her hands closed around his cock, and she began to pump it as hard and fast as she could.

Leaning back, he groaned and allowed her to enjoy herself. A creeping sensation of amusement filtered into his mind through his mental link with her. Ciana’s soft hands continued to play up and down his length. She grinned at him.

She pressed her naked chest against him while pumping his cock. Her rock hard nipples rubbed against him, tickling his skin through the fabric of his shirt.

A whisper crept into his ear, “You love this, don’t you? I’m not just a naughty unicorn, you’re the asshole who corrupted me into this.”

Nathan felt a shudder of pleasure run through his body. The amusement coursing through his link with Ciana felt dark, but stronger than ever. Her mouth closed over his ear and he felt her teeth gently bite into his ear lobe.

Just like that, his dam burst. Jets of white-hot seed sprayed through Ciana’s hands and all over her naked belly and chest. She gasped as he basted her but didn’t seem to understand what was happening. Her hands never stopped moving, milking him for every last drop.

When she pulled back, a sticky mess of white covered her entire torso. It dripped from the curves of her chest. Her hands were coated in the stuff. She sucked on a finger, then smiled.

“You taste so sweet,” she murmured.

“Well, you and Fei share this, apparently,” Nathan said.

“I think all beastkin like the taste of their lover. Strong males are everything we crave, and you’re so much more than that,” Ciana said, licking her fingers dry. “When I got my first taste of you last winter, I knew that I had been right to chase you.”

“Uh, because you like the taste of my cum?” Nathan asked.

“A little. But mostly because I loved pleasuring you and feeling your length twitch in my throat. I knew I could spend the rest of my life like that without regret.” She smiled at him, presenting her clean hands as if she wanted praise.

Nathan coughed. “Shall we take a quick shower, then move to the bed?”

She shook her head. Lifting her legs, she removed her panties. Her pretty pink slit showed itself to him, begging to be filled.

“Here is fine,” Ciana said. “I’m a beastkin and you’re an asshole. Shouldn’t our first time together be a little rough?” She giggled.

Again, Nathan felt that shudder of excitement.

“Oooh, your cock twitched when I said it this time.” She ran a finger around the thickest part of his tip, blue eyes wide. “Is your prick a fan of being called a prick?”

Nathan snorted, which earned him an annoyed pout.

“Now you really are an asshole. You ruined the mood,” Ciana said. Then she gasped, and her hand tightened around his shaft. “I felt that. Your whole cock pulsated. Hfff. Again. You like it when I say dirty things as well?”

“You’re a unicorn. It’s a little wrong to be corrupting you like this,” he said, leaning forward and carefully pressing his forehead against hers. Very carefully, given the horn attached to hers.

She giggled. Then, as if she had been practicing for this, she gripped his cock tightly and eased her body above it. She lowered herself ever so slowly.

Nervousness rippled across the mental link. Then raw pleasure inundated him as he split her open and she eased herself down his length. Her juices dripped along her legs and his balls, before drizzling along the chair.

“I feel so full,” Ciana gasped out as she hugged him. “How do the others handle this?”

“Experience,” he said. His hands reached around her and sank into her taut ass, eliciting a gasp. “It’s time to gain some.”

“Eh?”

He pulled Ciana back, causing her to moan as his length rubbed against her walls. Then he slammed her into him with a wet slap and she screamed.

Pausing, he asked. “Was that too much?”

“No.” She said, shaking her head. “Fuck me harder. I want you to treat me like you did Fei and the others in the cabin.”

Who was he to say no to such a request? Ciana’s earnest desire poured across the mental link. Her horse ears and tail fluttered.

Nathan bounced her on his cock like he would any of his other Champions. Her eyes glazed over in pleasure, tongue lolling in her mouth and hands gripping his shoulders, as he made his precious unicorn his in body as well as mind. The wet sound of their crotches slapping filled the room as the scent of her pleasure wafted past his nose.

“Nathan, I can feel it coming,” she gasped out, barely able to talk as he fucked her. “Please! Please!”

She didn’t say what she wanted, but he could guess. Her insides coiled around him, coaxing him to climax. Ciana’s lips pursed. To her, this wasn’t just sex. He was her lover.

Nathan kissed her and let himself go. Her muscles tensed in his hands and she moaned down his throat. He pumped thick rope after rope into her pussy, turning her into a very messy unicorn.

When he popped her off him, she gasped. Her entire body twitched as he held her in the air while gobs of his seed drooled onto his length.

“You’re wasting it,” Ciana whined, trying to reach for him while being held in the air.

“There’s plenty more where it came from,” he said drily. “But why don’t we have a shower first, then I introduce you to the comfort of having sex on a bed?”

Ciana paused. When Nathan set her down, she stretched.

“Okay,” she said. “That was pretty uncomfortable. Being held up by the ass and keeping my legs taut the entire time wasn’t very fun.”

Nathan led his naughty unicorn into the shower. As he expected, she didn’t wait until they got out to continue her fun. She had been waiting a very long time for tonight, after all.
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In the morning, Nathan awoke with Ciana still cuddled up to him. She seemed all too small in his arms. Even though he knew that she had the power to protect him, it seemed impossible to believe.

For several long moments, he held her to his chest. He refused to recall a certain night. Things were different now.

Nathan wouldn’t let history repeat itself.

Eventually, Ciana stirred. “Good morning, Nathan.” Then she hissed and rubbed her hip. “Um, I might take it easy today, if that’s okay?”

“Of course. Why don’t we clean up, then have a quiet breakfast in one of the parlors?”

The palace had more rooms than the staff knew what to do with. While Nathan could join the others in one of several dining halls or eat in a room set aside next to his office, it was trivial to simply settle into a room and ask for food.

After showering and dressing, they did exactly that. Breakfast seemed almost extravagant. Poached eggs were served alongside thick slices of baked salmon, which had been rubbed down with herbs and a healthy drizzle of butter. Simmered greens decorated the plate.

As was typical for Ciana, she had a side of porridge. Plain porridge. It vanished in seconds and she winced at the look Nathan gave her.

“I like my porridge,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“If Fei’s allowed to eat two cows every morning, then I can have some grains when I feel like it.”

“I didn’t say anything,” he said.

Ciana kicked him under the table, and he grinned.

“Asshole,” she muttered, then reddened. “Um, I feel like I can’t call you that outside the bedroom. Is this going to be a thing, or…?”

“I’m not going to police your language, Ciana. Although the less often you say it, the more special it will be,” he said.

“Then I’ll restrain myself.” She nodded, her horse ears flapping up and down in the process. For a few seconds, she picked at her salmon. “I should have asked for more vegetables and porridge.”

“You can still ask for that. Shouldn’t you be used to this sort of food?” Nathan asked while picking apart his own salmon. It was so tender that it fell apart at the touch of a fork.

“Hardly. I ate with the Royal Knights. Despite their status, they’re still only soldiers. Lots of bread, vegetables, grains, and other cheap and hearty food. Whenever Leopold ate with me, the chefs would panic because he wouldn’t tell them in advance. The idea of the Bastion Leopold eating common fare appalled the chefs.” Ciana giggled. “One time the head chef walked in and took Leopold’s plate away mid-meal. You should have seen his face.”

Her gaze became distant. She chewed on the fork in her mouth absently, her mind somewhere else entirely. Nathan knew she was keenly visualizing the face of her father-figure, whom she could no longer be with.

At one point, he thought he’d need to comfort her. Then Ciana sighed. The look in her eyes felt far too similar to the one of the stoic knight who had protected him until the very end in his world.

“I miss him,” Ciana said.

“I know. And that’s okay,” Nathan said.

“How do you deal with this? I look in the mirror sometimes, and I feel that I see your face, Nathan.” She paused. “Not literally, but… The way you look. The weariness in your eyes and the buried anger and frustration. I didn’t even lose anywhere near as much as you have, and I still feel so tired. Sometimes it feels like you’re all I have left.”

Even though Ciana’s face remained resolutely tear-free, Nathan rose and moved around the table. He picked her up, then sat down and deposited her in his lap.

“Like I said, it’s okay.” He simply held her.

“I lost Leopold. I lost Maylis. I lost so many friends in the Royal Knights. My home burned, even if the city is intact.” She closed her eyes and let out a shuddering sigh. “I feel that all I can do is push on. Is… is that how you keep going, Nathan? Simply suppress everything and keep walking forward?”

Nathan ran a hand through Ciana’s hair. For a long moment, he simply basked in the silken feel of her platinum-blond tresses.

“No,” he said. “Like I told Alice, the worst thing I could do is forget. If I don’t learn from the past, then nothing changes. I’d still be a dumb, arrogant little shit with a bunch of women too good for him, screwing up everything he touches because he thinks politics is somebody else’s problem. You don’t need to be like me, Ciana. I don’t want you to be like me. But it’s natural to feel weary after this. Remember that you have friends who have seen the same, or worse.”

“Choe lost everything,” Ciana said. “I know. She talks about it sometimes. The way she was torn from her family during the evacuation, because they prioritized children. Narime and Seraph never talk about Kurai, but I can see the same weight on their shoulders.”

Silence dwelled in the room for some time.

“Did… did I become like you in your world? Because I lost everything, just like them?” she asked, turning in his lap and facing Nathan.

“To be exact, I’ve probably become more like the Ciana of my world,” Nathan said with a wry smile. “She was stoic, responsible, and strong despite everything that happened. The sort of Champion needed by a young idiot in over his head. But I can’t help but feel how lonely some of my memories of her are. On the day everything ended, I found her standing outside my bedroom, unmoving for what had to be hours.”

Ciana grimaced. “I… can imagine myself doing that.”

“I know. Your dedication to me hasn’t really changed. But you’re not her.” He ruffled Ciana’s hair. “You’re much closer to Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm. That’s why although I won’t stop you from doing what you love—which seems to involve stalking me—I want you to continue to spend time with the others.”

“I don’t stalk you, I guard you,” she protested. “I have an official license to know everything about you and monitor all your bedroom activities.”

Nathan stared at Ciana. She giggled hopelessly for several seconds.

“Like I said, you’re not the Ciana from my world,” he said with a smile.

She returned it. The two of them returned to their seats and finished their breakfast.

While drinking the coffee that the servants brought, Nathan received some visitors. Specifically, a duo he hadn’t expected.

Narime and the Spymaster, Reine, walked in together. Reine wore her baggy black robe again, although she kept her mask off. The shadow of the robe covered her face initially, then she swept off the hood. Her ears twitched once freed.

“You really should just wear normal clothes,” Nathan said. “Like you did yesterday.”

“Few know who I am. I doubt anyone drew the conclusion that I was the Spymaster from my appearance in the coronation, especially because of how I dressed. My first public appearance would not have been in a dress like that one.” Reine frowned. “I do not like dresses.”

“You looked gorgeous in it. Hiding curves like that is almost criminal,” Narime said.

“It’s not. I checked.”

Everyone stared at Reine, who tilted her head in confusion.

“Yes?” Reine said, apparently unaware of why everyone was staring at her.

“Did you actually check?” Nathan asked.

“Duchess von Clair said something similar, so I consulted legal records in the library,” Reine said. “While there are laws about showing too much skin, there aren’t any about too little.” She paused. “Except during a brief period roughly 1500 years ago, but that Emperor was deposed the same day he declared that all women must present themselves to him in the nude.”

“Can’t imagine why that would happen,” Narime muttered. “But that’s not the point. I wasn’t being literal. You understand that, right?”

“Yes, but Duchess von Clair appeared very upset that I was binding my chest,” Reine said.

Nathan raised an eyebrow. Maybe Fei did have a competitor in chest size, if Reine was making hers appear smaller. “You’ll have a friend in Sunstorm there. I know that Anna dislikes the fact she binds her chest as well.”

“It is a wise thing for intelligence agents to do,” Reine insisted.

Narime rolled her eyes. “Moving right along.”

They did exactly that. The four of them shifted to a set of plush chairs in the room. Coffee and tea was brought into the room. Despite Reine’s attempt to refuse, she was served some milk tea with plenty of sugar. She pouted at Nathan.

“Why do you think I want sugar?” she asked.

“I’ve never met a wolfgirl who will drink tea or coffee without more sugar than liquid.”

Reine opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. “That was hyperbole?”

“Yes.”

She nodded, then sipped her tea. She scowled at him. “This is nicer than usual.”

Narime laughed. “Did you always drink it black before?”

“All of my agents drink black coffee. In the palace, I noticed that many frowned upon adding sugar to drinks. It seemed to be a faux pas,” Reine said.

“While plenty of people judge others based on how they drink their coffee and tea, I don’t think you should take them seriously,” Nathan said, holding back a smile. “You’re the Spymaster. Poison their drink if they annoy you.”

Reine tilted her head.

“Don’t actually do that,” Narime said quickly. “Nathan, don’t give her ideas. Goddess, you didn’t seem this thick earlier.”

“I’m not thick,” Reine muttered.

“If I hadn’t said anything, would you have poisoned someone?” Narime asked.

Reine remained silent, but her cheeks reddened.

“You’re a terrible influence, Nathan. First Fyre, now Reine. When will it end?” Narime said, half-joking.

“Shouldn’t you have started with yourself?” he asked.

“Hush, you.” Narime’s tails tried to reach across the table to hit him, but he was too far away.

When Nathan rose to allow her to bat him with the fluffballs sticking out of her ass, she kicked him in the shin.

“You deserved that,” Narime said, as he pretended that the blow hurt him.

Once their shenanigans ceased, the four of them moved onto the true topic. Narime and Reine hadn’t approached him for no reason.

“I’ve learned the truth,” Reine said.

Nathan stared at her. While he hadn’t gone to any real effort to hide anything from her recently, he also hadn’t explained matters to her. The need to explain everything to his new spymaster had been a low priority compared to dealing with everything else, and it had slipped his mind.

Unfortunately, he had hoped to keep the truth from Reine for longer. Her loyalty so far had been because she believed him to be the true prophet of Omria.

When he looked at Narime, she shook her head.

“I didn’t tell her,” the fox said. “Nobody did.”

“My eyes still see,” Reine said, gesturing to the golden wings engraved on her eyes. “You’ve been less judicious about your wards recently and I’ve been less… wary of peeking in on you in your bedroom.” Her face reddened.

“Like what you see?” Nathan asked.

She didn’t answer him. Instead, she said, “I still believe you’re the true prophet. A man who has seen the end of everything, who possesses the knowledge and power to bind Messengers to his will, and to weave a path forward through the darkness.”

“I’m no prophet. In fact, everything I know suggests everything we know about the goddess is false,” Nathan countered.

Reine merely shook her head with a smile. “Omria isn’t a single being or a someone with great power. She is an idea, a beacon of our faith, and the true power dwelling within Doumahr. If you are protecting the world, then you serve her. If someone who claims to have her power serves you, doesn’t that prove my point?”

“No,” Nathan said. “But I don’t feel like having a philosophical argument. You’ve made up your mind.”

“I have. Whatever the case, you are my savior and prophet. I shall serve you and bring about a new dawn to Doumahr. My eyes are your eyes. My body is yours to do as you wish. My—”

“Stop,” Nathan ground out. “I don’t ask that of anyone under me. You aren’t my slave, or my pet, or my sacrificial follower. Alice and I will be happy to have you as Imperial Spymaster, but you’re still your own person.”

“No, I don’t want to be the Imperial Spymaster,” Reine said.

“What?”

“I want to be your spymaster,” she corrected. “Perhaps there won’t be much difference once you marry the Empress, but my place is no longer in the palace. I…” she trailed off, appearing uncertain.

Narime huffed, then took over. “What I wanted her to bring up was the possibility of turning Reine into a Champion. Her eyes are invaluable. She’s loyal and highly capable. If she has the affinity, I’m not sure there’s a better option.”

Reine’s head moved up and down almost imperceptibly.

“I won’t promise anything right now,” Nathan said. “Your affinity needs to be tested. I need to find the right gems. More time is necessary to ensure you’re the right pick. But if everything works out, then, yes, I’ll make you a Champion.”

Reine’s face brightened with a smile.

His words hadn’t been entirely true. What he mostly wanted was a chance to buy time.

He didn’t doubt her loyalty. He even had a potential gemstone in mind, given the haul he received from Tarkan.

But when it came to affinity, Nathan had many questions about it. He had already proven he had control over mental tethers to Champions and binding stones using his mental magic.

Did affinities matter anymore? Could he simply bind gems to any Champion he felt like?

If he had this power, what were the rules for creating Champions? Nathan questioned everything he thought he knew. Only time and experimentation would allow him to discover his new limits. Perhaps he might even surpass trigems, or be able to give Champions gems of different types.

“Another matter,” Reine said. “The war that is coming—it is about faith, rather than territory, correct?”

“Yes,” Nathan said.

“Shouldn’t you be happier, Nathan?” Narime asked. “Despite what’s happening in Falmir, we’ve won. Most of what happened in your world hasn’t come to pass.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That’s exactly the problem. We’ve crafted a new future. Both the Empire and former Federation are stable, rather than in ruins. The Spires are intact. Every coup from my world has failed, including the one in Falmir. Other than the Messengers fighting for us and Falmir, none have broken into Doumahr. The goddess’s prophets have emerged.”

“And?” Narime pressed.

“I genuinely don’t have a clue what comes next,” he admitted. “I know many secrets about the various nations, but I’m flying blind regarding the future. Everything has been revealed as a grand game, where the Bastions were the goddess’s pieces and the Messengers were the enemy’s. Now we’ve reset the board, but I don’t know what game we’re playing. Are there three players? Are we taking control of the goddess’s side of the board? Or has something entirely different taken place?”

“Maybe it’s not a game,” Reine said. “Perhaps to some it appears that way, but to us? This is our world, is it not? Our lives?”

Nathan nodded. “It is. No matter how many others are out there, we only exist here. But that’s exactly my frustration. I feel as though our enemies would happily see the world burn rather than let us win.”

“Then we won’t let them win,” Narime said.

“Indeed,” Reine added.

Ciana placed her hand atop Nathan’s and smiled at him.

“If this is now about taking control of Doumahr and the power to protect it, then I don’t think anyone will oppose you, Nathan,” Narime said. “My homeland burned. Aleich didn’t. The Spires didn’t. You helped, where the goddess didn’t. So we’ll cement this new future together.”

Looking around himself, Nathan only saw confident smiles.

Perhaps the future did remain uncertain. His knowledge of what might happen was next-to-useless now.

But he had always moved forward before, no matter how uncertain he felt.

Tomorrow was another day, as it always had been. He would face it together with his loyal Champions, soldiers, and the many women that loved him.
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