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Chapter 1: Felimie 

Felimie hated being the centre of attention. Normally, she could avoid it. But some things were worth enduring it for. One such thing was being summoned by Lord Flam. The nobleman’s residence still showed the scars of the druids’ invasion. Felimie had never been inside before, but had seen it from the outside. It had been a palace of opulence, filled with women wearing little and merry men laughing and indulging in excess.

That was all gone. Instead, what stood in its place was a practical fort, with guards stationed on every corner. The walls were sheer stone, treated with a special paint that made it harder to climb. At the top, a spiral of barbed wire further prevented any intruders. The main gate had thick steel bars, with a sign warning they had been enchanted to harm any who touched them. Felimie stood at a safe distance while the guard approached the bars.

The guard looked at her suspiciously. With the obelisk destroyed, monsters could infiltrate the city. But monsters weren’t the only threats. While most of the druids had been captured, people were still suspicious of each other. Felimie’s habit of wearing a mask and hood everywhere she went did not help with this issue.

“I’m here to see Lord Flam. I have a letter of invitation,” she said, pulling the note out of her pocket.

“You may pass the letter through the bars, nothing more,” the guard said in a posh accent. Felimie looked at the sign again, fidgeting uncomfortably. The bars weren’t too close, but she feared that if she wasn’t careful, she might touch one by accident.

“Um…” she slipped the paper through gingerly, unsure what the enchantment would do if it touched the paper. Would it catch alight? If it’s lightning magic, that would be plausible. It depends on what its reaction condition is. They’ve warned people, but it’s not started any fires. Perhaps it reacts to ki, or mana.

The guard took the letter, scanning it quickly. When he reached the lord’s seal, he hummed to himself.

“Anderson, deliver this letter to Lord Flam post haste,” he ordered. A shorter guard rushed to obey. “Wait there.”

“Um, can I-”

“No. Wait there.”

Felimie felt awkward loitering in front of the magic gate. She was tempted to pass the time by investigating its properties. The magic swirling around it appeared to be electrical, supporting her original theory. Would it react to her mana? I shouldn’t. I could get in trouble.

“Open the gate,” Lord Flam ordered. Felimie jumped at the sound of his voice.

If it wasn’t for his voice, Felimie wouldn’t have recognised him. She had only ever seen him in the distance before, but she remembered him to be a jolly, fat man. He was still plump, but now he had an undeniable musculature underneath. More noticeable was his magical aura.

She could see several magic items’ auras clashing with each other, including the sword he wore at his waist. He had decked himself out, ready to fight.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Lord Flam said. Felimie stepped forward, but he stopped her with an outstretched hand. A female guard approached. “My guard will check you for weapons, or you may not come in. I hope you understand.”

“It’s okay.” The guard was swift and clinical, checking her for any sign of a concealed blade. After she was done, she nodded to her lord.

“She’s clean.”

“Very well. Follow me; we have much to discuss.” He led her into his abode. The signs of damage were more visible inside. Whole rooms were unusable, burnt to cinders. The library was preserved, at least, the walls lined with rare books up to the ceiling. Felimie desperately wanted to peruse the available literature, wondering what sort of books a noble would have.

He took a seat next to a roaring fire, gesturing to the one across from him. “If I may be so bold, I would ask you to remove your mask. I find it uncomfortable speaking to those whose faces I cannot see.”

“Um…” Felimie took her seat, fidgeting awkwardly. “It’s just…”

Lord Flam raised a hand. “Forget it. I understand. Many were scarred during the attack. I will not fault you for being uncomfortable revealing your injury.”

Felimie felt awful. She hadn’t considered that it would come across that way. “That’s not…”

“Onto business. I understand you are an expert in ancient languages,” Lord Flam said, filling a pair of glasses with water.

“Yes. I can speak Druidic, both the elvish and Nekomi dialects, Ancient Hydrese, Twilses, and, of course, Common,” she said. Common was the term humans used for their language. It’s their attempt to encourage other races to view it as the default, although elvish is more generally used even after the fall of the empire.

“A veritable polyglot,” Lord Flam praised. “Tell me, how would you feel about studying Lilithian magic?”

Felimie froze. Studying Lilithian magic wasn’t strictly illegal, only casting it was. But that technicality was no guarantee against persecution. She hadn’t mentioned reading Lilithian dialects for fear he might disapprove.

“You have my word that nothing you say will be treated as a crime.”

“I would be … curious to learn about such an unusual branch of magic,” Felimie said. She reached for her glass, her hands shaking.

“Excellent,” Lord Flam said. “Because I have an opportunity for you to do just that.”

Felimie missed her mouth, pouring water directly onto her crotch. Jumping up, she threw her glass at the floor, smashing it. “I’m sorry!”

Lord Flam rang a small bell, not bothered in the least. “Don’t worry, the servants will clean that up.”

A maid entered the room. Felimie would later reflect that her costume was surprisingly modest, a far cry from what she always heard about Lord Flam’s servants. She cleaned the glass quickly and efficiently.

“Allow me to dry your robe,” Lord Flam said, casting a quick spell. Felimie noted that while weak, the spell was cast masterfully. Almost no mana leaked at all. Her robes were left bone dry. “Send her in.”

“Her?” Felimie asked, taking her seat again. Lord Flam smiled disarmingly.

A beautiful woman with long black hair and piercing blue eyes entered the room. She was dressed in a floor length dress and dazzling heels. “Felimie, this is my advisor, Selene.”


Chapter 2: Books

Solon shot his chains forward, hoping to ensnare his opponent. Predictably, they blurred, avoiding the restraining attack effortlessly.

The sound of mocking laughter gave away his target’s location. He dodged by a hair and tried to catch the fist aimed at the back of his head. His chain made contact, but she pulled back before he could ensnare her.

“Close,” his opponent said smugly. Solon drew in his chains, swinging away. He was fighting in the forest. The trees were ideal for swinging on his chains. It was a fast mode of transport. “Hey, not bad.”

His opponent was already waiting for him in the direction he was fleeing towards. Damn. He drew his chains in fast, retracting them into his skin rather than dismissing them all at once. This let him pull himself up until he swung onto the tree branch. “You were close. In fact, you almost caught -”

Crack.

The branch collapsed under his weight. Solon flailed for something to grab, but there was nothing. This is going to hurt.

Before he hit the ground, his opponent rushed forward. Solon braced for the pain to come, but felt none. “Are you harmed, darling?” Opening his eyes, he saw he was in Mina’s outstretched arms.

He sighed softly. “Guess you win again,” Solon said, hanging his head. Mina laughed proudly.

“That makes it 21 wins for me, 8 for you,” Mina bragged, still holding him.

“19 wins, 2 draws,” Solon corrected, crossing his arms.

“Sore loser,” Raven said, from her position on the sidelines. She said it so softly Solon almost didn’t hear her, then looked away quickly when he glared at her.

“She has to touch me to win. You can’t touch someone with a stick. That’s by definition not touching,” Solon said sternly.

“Yes, darling, of course,” Mina soothed.

“If you agree, then get it right,” Solon said. The truth was, he had been on a severe losing streak. He started sparring with Mina after they became A-Rank as a way of training. Solon couldn’t risk a full force hit from Mina, obviously, so instead the rule was she had to touch him to win while he won if he managed to bind her in any way.

He won the first 2 bouts, but then she started getting used to his tricks. Since then, she had been winning progressively more often. He hadn’t won for 10 whole matches. Mina’s Ki Step improving was part of it too. She still couldn’t do multiple in a row; even in a straight line she got disoriented and fell. But even with that weakness, she had learned to use it with devastating effectiveness. “Aw, is darling upset?”

“I’m not upset. And put me down, I’m supposed to carry you, not the other way around,” Solon said. Mina snorted and lowered him to the ground.

“It’s definitely easier for me to carry you.”

“You think I can’t carry you?” Solon asked. Mina shrugged.

“I’m a warrior. I’ve got muscles, so I’m heavy.”

“I bet you I can.”

“Go ahead and try -eek!” Solon picked her up, bridal style. Mina lowered her gaze, blushing hotly. “Okay… you can pick me up.”

Solon laughed, setting her down again. “Sorry, darling, didn’t mean to embarrass you in front of Raerae.”

“I wasn’t embarrassed…”

“It was cute,” Raven said, staring at Mina pointedly. “You’re cute.”

Mina looked away, unable to meet the former druid’s gaze. “Now, Raven, what have I told you about teasing Mina?”

“It’s funny,” Raven said blandly.

“That’s right, because her reactions are just so cute,” Solon said with a shit-eating grin. Mina covered her face with her hands. Solon decided to have mercy, and pet Raven on the head. “You’re cute too, of course, doll.”

Raven smiled faintly. She was in one of her new latex maid outfits. This one was bright pink and included stockings and gloves. It even came with a matching latex hood, so only her lips, ponytail, and eyes were visible.

Since the attack by the druids, she had made great efforts to distance herself from them.

When they were doing missions, she would wear practical leather armour. Solon felt it was a little weak, considering some of the other options, but Raven didn’t want to risk heavier armour interfering with her fighting style. Considering she used to fight in a robe, it was still a significant improvement.

“Thank you, Master.” She curtseyed.

“Anyway, we’re heading to the library. Wanna come, Mina?” Solon slapped Raven’s ass when he said the plan, making her jump. During previous talks about limits, Raven had confirmed she loved public touching.

“Nerds.” Mina lunged forward, stretching her legs. “I keep telling you. You don’t get stronger by reading books. You get stronger by training.”

“We’re mages. Knowledge is our power,” Solon said.

“Nerds.”

“You don’t think I’m a nerd, do you, Raerae?” Solon looked at his other girlfriend.

“I do,” Raven said. “But nerds are sexy.”

Solon rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I guess that’s okay then… What about you, Mina?”

“You already know my feelings on the matter,” she said, shifting awkwardly. Solon rolled his eyes.

“Well, I think you’re beautiful and I’m not ashamed to say it,” he said, pecking her on the cheek. “Have fun punching a tree for hours.”

He turned to leave. “I, um, I find you to be very handsome, too.”

“Thanks, darling!”

***

Flamburg’s public library was one of the few places in the city that was completely unaffected by the attack. Its automatic defences killed the monsters that tried to get in and even protected the books. A small clean-up was required due to the panicked citizens rushing in, but Clarice managed fine despite her age.

Ever since she learned Crow survived, Raven had been determined to track him down. Unfortunately, druids’ tracking abilities don’t work well on other druids. So she dedicated herself to finding a new spell that could break through. So far, none of her attempts worked.

Solon helped her on occasion. He wanted to hunt down the man who poisoned him, too. But his magic was poorly suited to tracking. The only spell he found he could even potentially learn was a type of dowsing. Unless Crow was coincidentally hiding in a body of water, that wouldn’t be useful.

He also had other goals. His recent losing streak against Mina was making it clear how far he had fallen behind his teammates. His healing was valuable, but he still thought of himself primarily as a fighter.

So while Raven researched tracking, he kept searching for ways to improve his chain magic skills.

Solon was trying to learn to summon chains from other mana points. So far, he’d had limited success. Before, he could only summon chains from his hands and feet. After a lot of hard work, he learnt to redirect his mana to his elbows and knees. The problem was speed.

No matter what he tried, he was still much slower than he would like. To be practical, his chains had to be fast, otherwise his target would avoid them.

He had thought about using Radiant Magic’s telepathy in tandem to improve their speed once released. It was tempting, and had some interesting potential, but ultimately he needed to improve the release speed as well. For that, he kept doing research. Trawling through dozens of books on the same topic was boring, but at least it was also getting him nowhere.

“I give up, this book’s useless,” Solon grumbled, putting down the book titled Lilith’s Chains. It was basically just a series of poems about Lilith, but had no useful information. “How’s your research going?” He kept his voice quiet to avoid attracting the strict librarian’s ire.

“Badly.” Raven put her book down as well. “All of these books are useless. Druids never write anything down.”

“That can’t be true. Maybe we just need to look somewhere else. A book store maybe. You can certainly afford it.” With the guild taxes at an all-time low, and the sudden influx of monsters, work had been steady and well paid. They had yet to take an A-Rank mission, instead focusing on the abundant B-Ranks, but even that was paying better than they were used to.

“Okay.” Raven pushed her chair out, standing.

“Oh now? Um, sure, I guess I’m done too.” Solon got up with her, grabbing his coat. The pair headed outside.

It was well into autumn; the trees had changed from healthy greens to a mosaic of orange, red and brown. The wind was harsh and the air cold, but Raven seemed unbothered. Solon supposed it made sense; she was used to being alone in nature. To her, this probably didn’t seem so severe. He still offered her his coat, which she refused, giving him an odd look.

Guess she’s not familiar with the custom. That or she just didn’t want to cover her maid outfit. “So, any idea where we can find a bookstore?”

“Yes.” Raven took his hand, leading him through the various streets.

The once vibrant streets of Flamburg were thoroughly deserted. In the aftermath of the attack, Hagan had negotiated for the tax on guild missions to be halved. This was good for the guild and its members, but bad for everyone else. Even worse was the cost of repairing the walls, and paying for the suddenly vital missions the guild managed.

Even those that had suffered relatively little property damage were struggling to get by. It was perhaps unsurprising that, since the attack, the city had seen a mass exodus of its population.

Lord Flam attempted to stop them with exit taxes and a temporary ban on selling property. This only meant the main high street ended up with dozens of empty storefronts.

The bookstore Raven chose was a tiny slither of a building located halfway down an alleyway. It wasn’t nearly as exciting as the last shop Raven took him to.

Inside, the walls were lined with bookshelves in neat but very tight rows. Solon was nervous as he entered, afraid he would knock one over and start a chain reaction.

A masked woman sat behind the desk, reading a book. She looked at them, then shifted awkwardly. “Ahem, welcome. Is there anything we can help you with?”

“Tracking spells,” Raven said.

“If you’re looking for tracking, I’d recommend the books on druidic magic,” she said, looking towards the back. “Can you be more specific?”

“I want to track down a druid, so I need a spell that he won’t be able to resist.”

“Hmm, that might be challenging. Tracking spells weaken with distance, so even if your spell was equally powerful, he would win,” she explained.

“I know.”

“I’d say your mistake is looking for a stronger tracking spell. If you wish to break through his resistance, you’ll need to enhance your power. A magic item or even an artifact would be ideal. We have several books on-”

“She’s right. We should shop elsewhere,” Raven said, walking out. Solon stood awkwardly, then grabbed a random book off the shelf behind him.

“I’ll take this,” he said, feeling bad for the masked shopkeeper.

“Okay, let me just… oh my.” She raised a hand as if to cover her face, despite wearing a mask. “Well, I hope you enjoy this, sir. That’ll be 5 crowns.”

Solon looked at her oddly, but paid and left. Raven was waiting for him outside. “What did you buy?”

Solon checked the book’s title, then groaned. “Ancient Elvish Bedroom Techniques.”

***

Mina was in the temple with Helene. Unlike the rest of the city, the temple had been largely undamaged. In fact, the influx of adventurers with injuries had actually made it more wealthy, allowing for repairs to areas that had previously been neglected.

“It’s nice having so much money, but almost no one comes to pray. This week we were down to just 7 people,” Helene complained. She was sitting with Mina in the healing chambers, checking her over. “That wasn’t a passive aggressive hint, just to be clear. I’m just bored. We used to have loads of greedy merchants and gossipy townsfolk to advise. Now it’s just the die hard believers left, and with so few people there’s hardly anyone sinning.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Mina asked, smiling indulgently.

“If no one sins, what’s the point of being here? I’m head of the temple now, but I don’t do anything but heal people. My life’s the exact same,” Helene whined.

“Is that official now?”

“Yeah, that’s official. Lex still hasn’t woken up, so with Phase Cornsilk deceased, they’ve officially named me his replacement. But I’m not a Phase yet, just a higher ranked priestess,” Helene said, eyes narrowing as she continued to cast spells on Mina. “Technically, I’m a high priestess, but since that’s a mouthful, I’m mostly just saying priestess still.”

“Poor Lex. It’s been so long.”

“I’m afraid that at this point, he might never wake up. His body is perfectly healthy,” Helene said, stopping her casting. “He’s just unconscious.”

“Troubling indeed.”

“Well, I’ve checked you again. The lycanthropy is still dormant and there’s still no sign of that changing,” Helene said sternly. 

“Then why am I feeling like this? Is there anything I should be doing?”

Helene shrugged. “I don’t know. Change of diet maybe? Your symptoms are hardly severe.”

Mina scratched her arm. She could hardly disagree. Her nails were growing faster and thicker, looking almost like claws in a matter of days. Her hair was acting the same way, though thankfully it only grew on the top of her head still. She also felt full of pent up energy at night- at least until Solon was done with her.

“I suppose you’re right.”

“I’m definitely right. 3 full moons have come and gone, and you didn’t so much as grow a moustache. If the disease was going to do something, it would’ve done it by now.”

“Would I really grow a moustache?” Mina touched her upper lip.

“You’d grow more than that,” Helene said dryly. “But you didn’t. So stop worrying about it.”

“Very well.” Mina stood up and dusted herself off. “I should return soon. I’m meeting Solon.”

“You still haven’t told him about this?”

“Why would I?” Mina asked sharply. “You just said nothing was wrong.”

“There isn’t.” Helene opened the door with a sigh. “But it might help with your anxiety if you talk about it with someone.”

“I talked about it with you.” Mina walked through the door.

“I meant someone who isn’t me.”

***

Felimie’s back ached from carrying a backpack full of books. She already lived too far from the bookstore for her taste; having to make a stop wasn’t ideal. Knocking on the door, she waited impatiently for it to open.

Finally, an aged woman cracked open the door. “Hello, who is it?”

“It’s me, mum,” she said. The woman pulled the door the rest of the way open.

“Got a boyfriend yet?” She said, forgoing a greeting entirely. Felimie was used to this.

Despite being in her 60s, Felimie’s mum, Aired, still looked youthful. Her hair was shiny black, tied into a conservative bun and she was lithe and skinny. Aired claimed this was due to some trace elven lineage slowing her aging. Felimie suspected she dyed her hair and used potions to maintain her appearance, but never said this, of course.

“I have not. Can I come in?” The old woman clicked her tongue, turning her back and walking into the house.

“Still wearing that darn mask, I see. You’ll never find a man if you wear a mask everywhere you go,” she muttered, strolling back into the house.

“Lots of women wear masks. Not all women like showing skin. In fact, I saw a woman just today not showing any skin at all,” Felimie said, entering the sitting room. She sat in a large comfortable chair, her father’s old chair. Her father had been dead for years, but her mum still left the chair there. Since there were no other seats, Felimie had no choice but to sit in it.

“That’s different and you know it,” Aired said. Felimie didn’t argue; the difference was obvious. She used her mask to hide her features, alongside a large form-hiding robe. The woman she was referring to had been wearing a pink latex maid outfit with a matching hood. It had made her look exceptionally beautiful, and clearly the man she was with felt the same way.

Such a beautiful couple. Sometimes Felimie did find herself wishing she could live like the pink maid. It would be so pleasant to have a strong man take care of her. So hot. But that wasn’t the lifestyle she lived, and after 30 years of life, that seemed unlikely to change.

“Anyway, I came to tell you I’ll be leaving town for a little while. I’ve been offered a job by Lord Flam studying ancient runes in the labyrinth of Labity,” Felimie said.

Aired pursed her lips. “An elven city. Are you sure that’s wise?”

“The people I’m meeting know what I am,” Felimie said. “I won’t wander, and I have my mask.”

“Even so…” Aired rubbed her wrist nervously.

“Lord Flam also assigned me a budget to hire some bodyguards,” Felimie said, putting her hand on her mum’s wrist. “I’ll be fine. You know me, I’m not the type to take silly risks.”

“You’re right.” Aired relaxed. “Perhaps this’ll be a good thing. Have you met your bodyguard yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Hmm, when you do, be sure to ask if he’s single, or looking to add more women to his harem,” Aired said, the corner of her eyes wrinkling with a smile.

“I’m… not going to do that,” Felimie said. Aired sighed.

“That’s how I met your father, you know?” Aired smiled wistfully. “He was so dashing and strong. He swept me off my feet.”

“It might not even be a man.”

“A woman’s fine too,” Aired said, waving her hand flippantly. “Anyone. Just as long as you’re not alone anymore.”

Felimie stared at her flatly. “I’m glad you care so much.”

“You know what I mean,” Aired said, slapping her knee. “You’ve been single for too long. Hiding yourself away behind that mask isn’t natural. You need to meet someone. Have a relationship. You can’t live vicariously through those books of yours forever.”

“I know it’s just…”

“What happened to your father was horrible. But not all humans are like that,” Aired said. “In fact, most humans aren’t. They were different. Horrible. People like that shouldn’t exist.”

Aired’s hand started shaking in her lap. Her expression turned venomous. Felimie took her hand. “I know mum.” Her mother started to calm down, but she was still visibly tense. Seeking to put her in a more pleasant mood, Felimie said, “And I promise that if he’s a good guy, I’ll ask if he’s looking to date.”

Aired sniffed, then smiled, her calm returning remarkably quickly. “Good. And make sure to take that mask off, too. Men are visual creatures; it’s best that they see how beautiful you are.”

“Okay, mum.”

“And show a little cleavage. Men like that too.”

“Mum!” Felimie turned away, hiding her face.

“What? It’s true. How do you think I got your father to ask me out?” Felimie rushed out of the room, done with the conversation. Aired called after her, “And don’t be afraid to show off your ass too!”


Chapter 3: New Mission

Flamburg city wasn’t a total ghost town. In fact, one part of it was even busier than ever: the guildhall. Rising Phoenix’s newly negotiated rates, and the endless supply of work, meant guilders had flocked to the area from all around to capitalise on the new opportunity.

This meant getting a table to eat was near impossible. Rooms were even worse, although renting a place outside of the guild was easy with everyone so eager to leave the city. If you couldn’t figure out how to contact the property owner, you could report it as empty to Lord Flam’s men. The deal was that anyone who did so could stay in the house for an incredibly low rent, paid directly to his lordship. If the original owner returned, they could still exert their ownership and force the tenants out, however. Many did, though many more did not.

Despite the influx of adventurers, the notice board was still plastered with jobs. Solon had already chosen today’s job. His team was squeezing around a table built for 2, Solon himself standing as he explained the details.

“It’s a fairly simple fetch quest. Apparently a merchant lost his family jewels-” Raven snickered while Solon fought to keep his expression neutral and innocent, as if his phrasing was a coincidence. “-when a monster attacked him during an inspection of a mine he owns.”

“A noble endeavour,” Mina said, always eager to accept any job.

“More importantly, it’s an A-rank pay for a B-rank mission,” Solon cheered. “I’m amazed it’s not already been taken. Which is why we need to act fast. If we dilly dally, some other tracker will steal the job.”

“Does he have anything I can use to help track the jewels?” Raven asked. Her magic needs something relating to what she’s tracking.

“I figured we could meet him and ask for something. Would that work, Raerae?”

“Yes.”

“Oh! It’s Mr Mystak! Mother used to do business with him. I wonder if he’ll remember me,” Angel said, grabbing the leaflet from Solon’s hand. “Poor man, we just have to help him.”

“It’s decided then. I’ll set it up.”

***

The next morning, they were in Mr Mystak’s house. Solon had expected that a merchant would have a large townhouse, especially given the state of the city’s property market. But his dwelling was quite modest.

They sat in a cramped living room on an uncomfortable sofa, facing the man who chose to stand. He was a fat, balding man in a too tight suit.

“Did I expect you to request a meeting? No, I did not. I also did not expect to find Angel in the party. Are they treating you well, dear?”

Angel smiled brilliantly. “Yeah, it’s been awesome. I’ve killed so many monsters. It’s crazy! I’m getting way stronger.” She flexed her biceps. “And don’t you worry, we’ll get that gem of yours back in no time!”

“Ah yes. My family jewels. I lost them when inspecting a mine I recently purchased.”

“Yes, the posting explained that.” Solon said.

Mr Mystak frowned. “In that case, do you wish to explain why meeting me was required for this? You do know I’m busy, don’t you?”

“Raven’s tracking magic works best if she has a sample linked to the thing she’s tracking.” Solon gestured to his druid teammate.

“What does that mean?” Mr Mystak asked. Raven stood up, grabbing his shoulder. Her eyes started glowing green. Mr Mystak practically fell over himself trying to get away from her, hyperventilating in terror.

“This will do,” Raven said quietly.

“What do you think you’re playing at?” Mr Mystak shouted, looking himself over for any damage.

“It’s a tracking spell. It’s not dangerous,” Raven said.

“My sincerest apologies, my colleague here is not used to customer interactions,” Mina said, moving to soothe Mr Mystak. “I can assure you she had no malicious intentions.”

“She should think before she acts. Whatever her intentions, she’s caused me a lot of trouble,” Mr Mystak said, glaring daggers at Raven.

Solon rolled his eyes. Drama queen. “Well, we’ve got what we need. We’ll leave you to your business.”

Mr Mystak said a cold goodbye, effectively dismissing them. Once they were away from his house, Solon spoke.

“What a little bitch.”

“It was an unknown spell. If you’re not familiar with magic, it can be scary having a spell cast on you,” Mina said, giving Raven a pointed look.

“I’m sorry. I did not know humans had such fears.” They approached the city’s south gate.

The gates had been hastily repaired after the monster invasion, and it showed. They were covered in scorch marks and holes. But they were well guarded, with a pair of Lord Flam’s men on duty at all hours. Additionally, it was now a common low ranking job for adventurers to aid in the defence.

This was supposed to be paid for by the increased entrance and exit toll. However, Hagan had negotiated to make guild members exempt, and merchants were becoming a rarity. So, in the end, Lord Flamburg was forced to bring the price back down to avoid a total collapse of local business.

“Most don’t,” Solon said as they passed through the gates, nodding to the guards stationed at them. He didn’t know them by name, but they were familiar enough that they didn’t bother stopping the group. “Mages cast spells for all sorts of reasons, not just offense. If we had to ask every time we cast something, we’d never get anything done.”

“It’s not like Mr Mystak has never worked with mages before either,” Angel chimed in. “He regularly hires them to guard his caravans. He should be used to casual magic by now.”

“Even so, it may be wise to act as if all our clients will be like Mr Mystak from now on,” Mina said, giving Raven a pointed look. Raven looked to Solon for confirmation.

“I guess it’s the polite thing to do. Ugh, I hate talking with customers,” he groused. “Next time, we’ll take a simple monster hunting mission.”

“Just think of the money we’re earning. That usually cheers you up,” Mina said. She was completely right.

The foursome left in high spirits, making their way to where the attack took place. They encountered several monsters on the way, but dispatched them all easily enough. Their team was far too strong to worry about individual stragglers at this point. And with the constant missions by the guild, that’s all they got so close to the city.

Following the map he drew took them to a small off-road about half a day from the city. Mr Mystak had lost the jewels near the entrance of the mine.

Raven cast her spell while the others stood guard. It didn’t take her long to finish her scan before she pointed to the mine itself. “The gem’s inside the mine.”

“Of course it is,” Solon said blandly. “Knowing our luck, the mine will be full of monsters too.”

“Hopefully they’re strong ones. I’m getting rather bored,” Mina admitted. “I could use a challenge.”

“Boring is good. You don’t want to be taking on dangerous missions every week,” Solon said. Nonetheless, he followed Raven into the mine.

“You guys have had a crazy few months. First the werewolves, then the attack on the city. It’s amazing when you think about it,” Angel said, visibly excited. “It must be thrilling going on adventures like those so often. It’s a shame everything calmed down after I joined.”

“I’d say more terrifying than thrilling. We’ve all had at least one near death experience lately. Hopefully, we don’t have another one for a while. I much prefer calm,” Solon said.

Raven stopped suddenly, shushing them. Solon looked around anxiously. “What is it?”

“We’re being followed.”

“By what?”

“7 humans.”

“Any chance it’s not an ambush?” Solon asked, despite already knowing the answer.

“They mentioned me by name. They’re planning to kill us.” Solon was amazed that even in this situation, Raven didn’t seem phased in the slightest.

“Alright, here’s what we’re going to do.”


Chapter 4: Ambush

Mina waited alone at the end of the tunnel, her back to its entrance. She didn’t have the acute hearing of Raven, but she was wearing armour and had her ki. Solon’s chain was around her neck still, a silent reminder he was protecting her.

“Well, well, well, what do we have here, boys?” a dark slimy voice asked. The owner rounded the corner, his lips spread in a slimy grin. He was an overly muscular man, with skin covered in scars. “A cat girl, all alone in the mine. You must be awfully scared.”

“You are mistaken. I have nothing to fear,” Mina said confidently.

The man was flanked by a squad of similarly unpleasant looking individuals. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

He charged forward and immediately fell on his face. His companions cried out in shock, seeing the chains around his legs. They had some sense, checking their own feet before rushing to fall over.

Not that this did them any good. As shortly after, a flurry of arrows hit their legs, forcing them to their knees. One managed to avoid the attack, freeing himself from the chains.

Angel took him out, springing out from her outcrop and downing him with her hammer. She repeated the process with the leader, who was just getting up.

“Aw, you guys didn’t leave any for me to fight,” Mina said with a pout.

Solon and Raven came out of their respective hiding places. “I’ve got to say, you guys are a lot weaker than I expected,” Solon muttered. He wrapped the downed attackers in more chains. He wrapped the injured members’ legs tightly so they wouldn’t bleed out, but didn’t heal them yet. He approached the leader, who was face down in the dirt. “So, tell me, who sent you?”

The leader groaned painfully. “The bastard never said you’d be adventurers.”

“Interesting! But not what I asked.” Solon rolled him over. With the chains, he could do it by himself very easily. “Who sent you?”

The thug laughed darkly. Solon sensed his mana surging, but had no time to figure out what the spell was. He elected to back off, raising his arms to block. A blinding flash of light proved he made the wrong decision.

Screaming in agony, he fell on his ass. His teammates screamed, no doubt having guessed wrong as well. Solon made sure to keep his chains strong around the group, but it didn’t matter. The bastard slipped out of his chains.

Solon kept his eyes closed tight, not willing to risk another attack. Spreading his chains, he attacked in wide arches, trying to seek his foe by mana sense.

“He’s fleeing!” Mina shouted. Solon risked opening his eyes, confirming the mage was, in fact, running away. The rest of his companions were still tightly bound. “Abandoning your comrades, have you no shame?”

“Shame don’t keep you alive, missy,” the brute yelled back as he ran.

“What an inspirational leader you’ve chosen,” Solon said to the captured underlings. “Angel and I will guard the prisoners. Mina and Raven go catch our escapee.”

Mina and Raven were both significantly faster than Solon and Angel. He knew they could handle a single would-be assassin.

***

Raven ran as fast as her wind would carry her. Mina ran beside her, keeping up. She fell behind every now and again, but then Ki Stepped to close the gap.

“Do you have a plan for dealing with his light attacks, Raven? We cannot risk you being blinded,” she said, after a Ki Step.

“Yes,” Raven replied. It was a silly question. She wouldn’t try to catch the man if she had no counter prepared. Once he came into sight, she would close her eyes and use her wind to map the surrounding area and her hearing to fill in the blanks. It wasn’t perfect, but for the situation, it would be more than enough.

“I’m ready too.” Mina’s eyes glowed with ki, similar to her feint. “This should nullify his attack. If I’m right, he will be unable to harm me this time.”

“Good.” He was coming into sight. Raven shot an arrow after him. He must’ve heard them, because he counted with a blast of light.

“Leave me alone. I’m leaving, so just let me go!” Raven rolled her eyes. She hated people like him.

“Take responsibility for your actions,” she said coldly. She shot 3 arrows in rapid succession. She didn’t expect any to hit him, but the distraction of defending himself let Mina close the distance.

He triggered his flash, attempting to blind them. Neither woman reacted. The sound of a thud followed by a pained groan confirmed that Mina had ended the fight.

“We should get back to the others,” Raven said, opening her eyes to see Mina standing over the downed man. Mina looked at her oddly.

“Agreed.”

5 minutes later, all the men were reunited and tied up so tight they’d never escape. Solon decided an interrogation was in order.

“Who sent you?” The leader avoided his gaze. “You realise attacking people unprovoked is a crime, right? You could get in a lot of trouble.”

“We didn’t attack you, you attacked us! We were merely defending ourselves from bloodthirsty adventurers,” he said. “Considering our injuries, we’re entitled to some compensation, don’t you think?”

“Oh, you piece of shit-”

“Solon, perhaps I should take over,” Mina said, stopping Solon from doing something he might regret. Solon sighed, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Have at them.”

Mina stepped forward, smiling genially. “If you’re planning to threaten us, don’t bother. We know our rights!”

“Threats are so pedestrian. The key is figuring out how to both get what we want,” Mina said, crouching slightly. “See, I have a theory that you guys weren’t warned we were A-Rank adventurers.”

“A-Rank? Fuck me sideways, we never had a chance,” one of the underlings said. The leader growled at the news.

“Rat bastard.”

“I see I was correct. It’s possible that this was an honest oversight…” Mina hummed. “I didn’t think so. This person knows us, at least well enough to know our reputation. He gave the job to you in bad faith, which makes me wonder what his plan was for you.”

The leader stayed stubbornly quiet. Mina pulled out a magic item she had taken from the assassin when she tackled him. “Recognise this.”

“You bitch, give that back!” Mina was holding a detonator.

“Such an emotional reaction. You see, right before I knocked your fearless leader out, he reached for this detonator. What exactly were you expecting to happen?”

“Nothing. It’s just a wee bomb,” he said.

“Oh, then I’ll set it off.” Mina made a show of preparing to press the bottom.

“Stop!” the leader screamed. Everyone looked at him, scandalised. He sighed heavily. “Don’t. If you do, we’ll all die.”

“Boss, say it ain’t so. You wouldn’t do us in,” another underling said. He avoided their gaze. “Ya rat bastard! You would’ve killed the lot of us for a payday!”

Mina put the remote away. “I must say, it’s quite unbecoming for a leader to betray his men. Tell me, do you by any chance know your employer’s name?”

“Don’t you fucking dare.” The leader glared at his men, but they weren’t intimidated.

“If I tell you… will you let me go?” one asked, smiling nervously. Mina looked to Solon, who nodded his consent.

“I think we can come to an arrangement.”


Chapter 5: Payment

They returned to Mr Mystak’s house 2 days later. Solon knocked on his door, flanked by his teammates.

“Don’t you think it’s a little late to be calling on me without warning?” He asked as a greeting. Despite his question, he was smiling widely. His smile didn’t meet his eyes.

“Well, we thought you’d want your family jewels back as soon as possible.” Solon held up a small sack, shaking it enticingly. “Shall we discuss payment?”

“Shall we indeed?”

Mr Mystak led them into his living room. He disappeared into the back and returned with a large sack. “Would you mind terribly if I inspected the jewels?”

“Go ahead.” Solon tossed it to him carelessly. Mr Mystak caught it, pulling it from the bag to reveal a large opal. It was a pretty rock, but hardly expensive.

“Hmm, are you sure it’s the genuine article?”

Angel laughed loudly. “Of course we are, silly. Gosh, you’re just like my mother. But even she would admit that’s the same as what you described!”

Mr Mystak narrowed his eyes dangerously. As quickly as the expression came, it passed. “Ahem, yes. Well. Here is your payment. Do you wish to count the coins?”

“If you wouldn’t mind,” Solon said, taking the bag. He counted the entire contents painstakingly, then did it again. Once he was satisfied he had the full payment, he put it into his pack. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

He offered Mr Mystak his hand to shake, which the businessman took with some hesitation. Before he released his grip, Solon added, “By the way, the town guard is outside.”

“What?”

Solon withdrew his hand, preparing to leave. His teammates followed suit. Angel giggled excitedly, then said, “I wouldn’t worry about it, Mr Mystak. It’s just some gang leader said you hired him for something or another… I’m sure justice will be served.”

The colour drained from Mr Mystak’s face. “You know, don’t you?”

“Know what?” Solon asked, unable to keep the shit-eating grin off his face.

“You bitch! First your kind destroys the obelisk, and now you’re sending me to jail.” Mr Mystak screeched, lunging for Raven. She avoided his sloppy attack gracefully, leaving him to land in a heap.

“If by her kind you mean druids, you’ll be pleased to know she isn’t one anymore,” Solon said as he tied the man up. He wriggled about on the floor like a fish.

“And you believe her? Ha! How can you be so foolish? Their kind are liars and nothing more, they can’t help themselves. She’ll be the end of you, boy, just you wait and see.”

“There was an optimistic part of me that believed this may have been a setup. That you were an innocent man,” Mina said, looking down at the bound merchant. “I see now I was misguided. You’re just another pathetic fool who blames his misfortune on others.”

“Angel-” Mr Mystak wriggled around until he could face her “- how long have we known each other? I’m your friend. I did this because I had no other choice. You understand that, don’t you?”

Angel looked down at him coldly. “Perhaps, if you had come to us personally and challenged Raven to a duel, I would be sympathetic. But you rely on tricks and deceit… you are no friend of mine.”

In the end, Mr Mystak was arrested and sent to the dungeon. It turned out he was in massive debt that he had no chance of paying back. He believed the druids were the cause of his misfortune.

Solon didn’t actually disagree with that. Before the attack, Mr Mystak had a flourishing business. Then practically overnight trade dried up, leaving him unable to sell his wares. It was a sad story, but the part he disagreed with was that it was in any way Raven’s fault. It’s also worth noting that the thugs he hired, while ineffective, weren’t cheap. Perhaps, if he had reinvested in his business rather than seeking revenge, then he could have turned things around. But then again, nothing was certain.

Back in the guild, Solon spent the money he earned from the mission without guilt. They were given a job, and he completed it. Legally, they were still entitled to their compensation. Solon was worried the guards might try to confiscate it, which is why he arranged to go in first.

“Ugh, I can’t believe Mr Mystak. Blaming his problems on poor Raven,” Angel said, pouting. They were sitting in the guild around a table Solon reserved earlier- a key requirement to get a comfortable table thanks to the increased business.

“He admitted it,” Raven said dully.

“Are you bothered by what he said?” Solon asked, holding Raven’s hand. Raven smiled softly.

“No.” Solon shrugged, accepting her simple answer.

“Be that as it may. Our bad luck continues. Honestly, outside of simple monster hunting, all of our missions end up so complicated,” Mina complained. “It’s rather vexing.”

“The problem is how we pick missions,” Solon said.

“You pick the missions,” Mina pointed out, smirking.

“They don’t all go badly,” Angel said.

“No, Mina’s right. I’m clearly under some sort of jinx,” Solon said, resting his head in his hands. He didn’t mean it literally, the way Raven and Mina seemed to think of it. But considering his recent run of luck, he’d be a fool to ignore it. “If we’re ever going to make money, I need to stop picking missions. Mina, you can pick our next job.”

“Really?” Mina perked up, her ears twitching with excitement.

“Yeah, sure. You can’t do any worse than me.” Raven patted his back, but didn’t disagree. Mina rushed off to get a mission, leaving them at the table.

***

“So I’ll be out of town for a couple of weeks, I’m afraid,” Mina explained. Inu had run into her at the guild after his latest mission, and the pair got to talking. He was glad. With all the chaos lately, he had barely got a chance to speak with his old friend.

“Labity, I’m jealous. I’ve always wanted to see the labyrinth city,” Inu said, whistling to himself. “I’ll be out of town, too. Zlycan got it in his head that Crow’s in Nekomi. I doubt he’s right, but it’ll be nice to visit home.”

“I’ve not been in months,” Mina said, leaning back in her chair.

“Not since you started dating Solon,” Inu guessed. Mina avoided his gaze.

“What do you… think of Solon?” Mina asked.

“I like him,” Inu confirmed with a bright smile. Mina smiled. “Your grandmother will hate him.”

“Eh? Why? She won’t dislike him just because he’s a human.” Inu looked at her blandly. “Well, she might…”

“She will. But she would look past it if it wasn’t for the nature of your relationship,” Inu said, fiddling with his whiskers. “That she won’t be able to accept.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Mina avoided his gaze again.

Inu looked like the cat who got the canary. “I think we both know who’s licking who.”

“Ew. Gross, that’s… we don’t do that…” Mina said, blushing. Inu laughed at her embarrassment.

“Sorry, sorry. I couldn’t resist.” Inu sighed, waiting for her to look him in the eyes. “But you know I know. I noticed almost immediately, and if I did, then she will too.”

“I know. I’m not his slave yet though,” Mina said.

“... Yet?”

Mina blushed like a virgin. “I didn’t mean to say that. I just meant…”

“I’m not judging. Traditional gender roles are bullshit anyway,” Inu said, waving his hand flippantly. “If you want to be his slave, then be his slave.”

“Will you say that to my grandmother if she asks?”

“When has your grandmother asked a man’s opinion on anything?” Inu questioned. Seeing Mina’s crestfallen expression, he shrugged. “If I see her, I’ll say you’re seeing someone and you’re happy. I won’t go into details, or mention you and Raven.”

“Me and Raven?” Mina asked, tilting her head.

Inu stared at her flatly. “Never mind.”


Chapter 6: The Client

“Really, Mina, an escort mission to another city? It’s like you don’t even remember what happened last time,” Solon groused. The foursome were waiting by the city gates to leave. The sun was beating down on them harshly, which combined with the dry air, had them drinking from their waterskins constantly.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. That mission wasn’t all bad,” Mina said, waving her hand.

“Hmm, I suppose it did lead to our relationship,” Solon said, taking her chin between his thumb and index finger. “So in a way, it was a good mission; since now I have you.”

Watching Mina’s blush consume her face was one of Solon’s favourite things to do. “That’s-that’s true indeed!” She yelled, drawing even more attention to herself.

Solon was tempted to kiss her, but didn’t want to push her too far. Instead, he swung around the Raven. “And it led to us meeting. I’m thankful for that, too.”

Raven’s reaction was much cooler. “Me too.” Solon wrapped a hand around her waist, pulling her towards him.

Solon kissed her passionately, leaving her panting for breath. “Geez, you guys are so flirty.” Angel waved her hand excitedly.

“Nothing wrong with being a little flirty,” Solon said, arm still wrapped around the elf girl. He squeezed her ass playfully, Raven pushing her butt into his hand.

“Jealous?” Raven asked, smirking.

Angel laughed boisterously. “Don’t be silly. If I want a man, I’ll get one. I’m single ‘cause I wanna be!”

Solon and Raven shared a brief look. Her denial had been just a bit too forceful, but he wouldn’t comment.

“Um, excuse me, are you the party I hired?” a quiet voice asked. It was the woman from the bookstore. She still had her mask on, as well as a thick form-hiding robe. Solon subtly moved his hand up Raven’s side; groping his teammates didn’t look very professional. “Um, that is, I’m Felimie. Did you respond to my advertisement?”

“Yes, that’s us. I’m Solon, the party leader,” Solon introduced himself, offering her his hand. She shifted awkwardly, not returning the gesture. Why does no one ever shake hands?

“Um, I own a carriage. Please follow me; there’s something I need to show you before we depart,” she said, then turned and walked away. Even in her covering clothes, Solon could tell she had a voluptuous body.

“Oh a surprise, I love being surprised,” Angel said, as if the last surprise hadn’t been a gang of assassins.

Solon followed their employer anyway. He doubted it would happen twice in a row. The anti druid sentiment was a problem, but few were dumb enough to blame Raven when she had so obviously left their ranks.

She took them to a small cart by the road, climbing into the back. A curtain hid her from the street. “Please come in, it’s important you all see this.”

They did as requested, entering the carriage that was empty aside from their employer. With 5 of them in there, it was cramped, especially because a trunk was taking up one end of it.

“So, what do you have to show us?” Solon asked.

“We’ll be travelling together for quite a long time, so it’s inevitable you’ll learn this sooner or later,” Felimie said, pulling her mask off to reveal her face.

She had thick full lips, piercing purple eyes and white hair. And her skin was red. She also has small horns curving back from the top of her forehead.

What’s the correct term for her race again? I know it’s not Demonkin. Magicborn? No, that doesn’t sound right. Do I even need to know? If I manage this conversation right, she probably won’t even notice I don’t know. Solon smiled to himself, set on his plan.

“What are we looking at?” Raven asked before Solon could begin his master plan.

“I understand that not everyone would be comfortable taking a mission from… someone like me.” Felimie shifted in her seat. “If you wish to cancel, then I won’t hold it against you.”

“That won’t be an issue. No one on my team holds any such prejudices, of that you can be sure,” Solon said, smiling in a way he hoped looked reassuring. “If you are satisfied with us, we will take the mission.”

Felimie smiled back cautiously. “If that is the case, then I will hire you.”

“Do you have everything you need for travelling?” Solon asked. Felimie tapped the trunk.

“It’s all in here.”

“Great. Alright, let’s get going. Mina and Angel can guide the horses first. Raven, you’re riding back here with me.”

“Fun!” Angel bounced out. Mina left silently.

That was a little odd. Is she still embarrassed from earlier?

Shortly after, Solon heard the sound of reins being cracked and their cart started trundling along down the path.

“Well, get comfortable; it’s going to be a long journey to Labity. Have you ever been before?” Solon leaned back. The chairs were just wood with no padding, so weren’t very comfortable. At least I have more room now.

“This will be my first excursion,” Felimie said. “I was invited by some scholars- they’re actually the ones who are paying for my transport.”

“So, this has nothing to do with your bookstore?”

She shook her head. “That was just a job; the owner doesn't mind my lineage. He lets me work shifts when I need money, but mostly I focus on my research.”

“That’s nice of him,” Solon said.

“He is very generous.” Felimie looked at the floor bashfully.

“Why’s your skin red?” Raven asked brazenly. Solon looked at her in shock.

“I’m so sorry. She … didn’t grow up around here. Raven, that sort of question isn’t appropriate.”

“It’s okay. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I’m a Manaborn. If you believe the common narrative, I’m a descendant of one of Lilith’s demons,” Felimie said, lowering her head.

“You don’t?” Raven pressed. Solon stayed quiet this time. He didn’t know what Felimie was talking about, and wanted to.

“I do not. That’s actually part of the reason I’m going to Labity. I think the idea that Manaborn are descendants of demons is preposterous. Hopefully, I can prove this,” Felimie said, sounding much more confident than before. “Even calling Lilith’s undead ‘demons’ is a misnomer; they’re undead, obviously.”

“Well, technically, they’re not undead. When Lilith raised the dead, she revived them,” Solon pointed out.

“Ah, again with that nonsense! She raised the dead and changed them into a completely different species. How does that work?”

“Lilithian magic,” Solon repeated the answer he learnt both in the Order of the Radiant Night and as a mage’s apprentice.

“I’ve heard that, but how can we just assume it’s true if we’ve never seen it? All we have to go on are vague manuscripts and second-hand accounts.”

“It’s not like transformation magic is that rare.” Solon shrugged. “Take werewolves, for instance; they transform under the influence of moonlight.”

“Yes, but they don’t die and come back to life,” Felimie said. Solon got the feeling she had argued about this several times before in the past.

“What’s so special about dying? Radiant Priests bring people back from near death all the time,” Solon said, feeling strangely excited.

“That’s just it. Near death. That’s a big distinction. According to the accounts, Lilith restored people who had died days or even weeks ago. By then, the body, particularly the brain, has broken down. It’s unsalvageable.”

“Magic used to be a lot stronger,” Solon said.

“Stronger, but less complex. That’s what people often get wrong about the mages of the past. Take Flamburg’s library, for instance: it’s an amazing feat of strength. But the autonomous magic is very basic by modern standards.”

“I would hardly call it basic,” Solon said.

“It killed lots of monsters,” Raven added.

“Yes, but that’s just a basic reflex. It does 2 things: protect books and kill monsters. Both of which are much simpler than they sound. At least, the way it does it is. It just covers whatever its target is in ice. And it makes mistakes all the time! Sometimes I try to open a book and can’t because it’s frozen solid; it thinks I’m trying to attack it for no reason!”

“Does it?” Solon had never experienced that before. “Are you sure it’s not a minor spell misfire? What type of magic do you use?”

“Me? Oh, none really. I can do script magic, but it has no direct offensive abilities. I’m not a mage. That’s why I need bodyguards,” Felimie said.

“You may not have offensive magic, but you’re definitely a skilled mage.” Script magic is incredibly versatile. Rituals are an example of script magic. Essentially, with enough time and energy, script magic can be made to do incredibly complicated things and utilise a massive amount of power.

The werewolves ritual had almost forcefully transformed the entire country’s population, something usually impossible. Flamburg’s library was another such example of a ritual, one that had lasted an incredible amount of time thanks to the strength of its caster. The key to script magic is understanding the basic spell components you’re manipulating, be it ice, chains, or transformation magic. Once that’s done, a script mage breaks a complex spell down into its base components and writes them out. By combining them in various ways, a script mage can achieve much greater effects than a normal mage like Solon or Raven.

“I consider myself a scholar of the magical arts more than a mage,” Felimie said. “I study magic, but mostly to help deepen my knowledge of history.”

“Ah, so that’s why you know so much about this stuff.” Solon rubbed his chin. They went over a bump, making him shift in his seat. “Where did you study magic? I’ve never seen you at the Order.”

“I work with The Seekers of the Absolute Magic.”

The Seekers of the Absolute Magic weren’t the most well-regarded group. Depending on who you ask, they were either members of Lilith’s cult, or just annoyances. They self identify as a group dedicated to pushing the boundaries of magic so as to better all of society. Their members haven’t had great success in this regard. They had hired guild members occasionally; the jobs tend to be eccentric and often lead nowhere. Despite this, they have a good reputation for paying well and in a timely fashion even when they don’t get the results they want, so people take the jobs, anyway.

“Interesting. I didn’t know they had a presence in Flamburg.”

“They don’t,” Felimie said. “We correspond by mail, but I’ve never met them in person. This’ll be my first time.”

***

Mina was guiding the horses, which wasn’t hard as the road was straight. Until relatively recently, the road had curved wide to avoid the forest. Then, about a hundred years ago, Lord Flam’s grandfather made this road through the forest to improve trade with Labity after it came under the protection of Nexus.

The druids had drawn a line in the sand at this point. The road could be built, but that was it. They wouldn’t allow further disruptions of the natural habitats of so many animals. The lord agreed, and for a hundred years, this part of the forest stayed relatively untouched.

Then the druids attacked the city. After that, all bets were off. Lord Flam needed money and resources to keep the city afloat. It’s only natural he’d see the untouched forest as a huge, untapped resource. So he gave out contracts to lumberjacks, and other interested parties to harvest those resources.

The formerly pristine nature of the forest was gone. In just a couple months, hundreds of trees had been felled and animals hunted. This was only the beginning. Lord Flam was desperate, so he wouldn’t stop until he had gained everything he could.

Mina felt it was a shame. If he had harvested the woods steadily, he could’ve had a steady stream of income that lasted forever. Instead, his focus on short-term benefits meant it’d be gone within his lifetime.

She remembered the first time she passed through this forest. She could sense so much life, the ki of the forest animals stronger than those closer to the city. Animals using magic is fairly rare, but ki is actually fairly common. Yet, barely a year later, she could hardly sense any life at all.

“It’s sad, isn’t it? The way humans treat nature,” Mina said.

“I guess. Are Nekomi different?” Angel asked.

“Sort of. We don’t have druids near my town, but we believe maintaining the wilderness is important. Animals can use ki naturally, interacting with them can help people unlock their ki, so we try to protect ki-using species,” Mina explained. “We do kill animals for food and such. But we make sure it’s sustainable for this reason.”

“Can’t you just use monsters for that?”

“It’s different. It’s… hard to explain. If we ever go to Nekomi, remind me to show you. You’ll feel the difference.” Mina turned, feeling a powerful presence in the woods. At least some animals are still alive.

“I’m not sure I would.” Angel hung her head. “My senses suck.”

“You’ve improved,” Mina soothed, looking away from the road briefly.

“I guess. I just… I thought I’d be stronger by now.”

“It’s only been a couple of months. A journey of a thousand strides takes an age.”

“An age? I don’t have that long,” Angel whined. Mina rolled her eyes.

“Fear not. Adversity is the key to growth.”

Angel looked around at the cleared forest dully. “Perhaps this isn’t the right mission.”

Mina chuckled dryly. “Perhaps. But that depends on your goal. There are animals nearby; clear your mind and you will be able to sense them.”

Angel frowned but closed her eyes, face scrunching in concentration. Mina returned her gaze to the road.

Mina’s goal was different. She focused her ki in her fist, trying to prevent it leaking. After her fight with Inu, she had been happy, but she knew she couldn’t afford to rest on her laurels. The feint technique was useful, but it also exposed a key weakness she had yet to resolve.

Cutting off the escape of her ki was insanely hard. Every time she tried, she lowered her ki by accident. The level of control needed to maintain a high level of ki in a specific part of the body without it escaping was ridiculous. Regardless, she felt she was making progress, even if it was slow.

The trick was to lower her ki everywhere else in her body. Doing so meant that her excess ki flowed back into her own body instead. It wasn’t perfect and came at the cost of reducing her defence, but it was still promising. Mina was confident that with proper training, she could create a useful technique using this method.

An interesting side effect of this training was she was learning how to vary her ki within her body more readily. Before, she could only increase it in a broad area, or lower it completely. This is where most ki users stop, viewing it as the goal. Lowering ki for stealth, and brief bursts of power for offence. But by varying it throughout her body, perhaps there was more she could do. Particularly, if she saw an attack coming, she might be able to create a more robust defence by concentrating her ki where it’s needed to block.

I have to stay ahead. I won’t settle.


Chapter 7: Breakthrough

The team made camp for the night on the side of the road. It was a clear night, so starting a fire wasn’t a challenge. Once Solon and Mina had gathered some wood, Angel easily lit it with her flame bracelet.

“Such a convenient item,” Solon said, sitting on a folding stool.

“I know, right? It’s totally neat!” Angel shot a burst of fire into the air, then grinned at Solon.

“First rule of being an adventurer, don’t send up massive flares in the middle of the night. They tend to attract monsters.”

Angel blanched, lowering her hand. “Right, sorry…”

“Don’t worry about it. Our team’s way overqualified for this mission. Even if we do attract something, there’s nothing in this area that could be a threat to us.”

Angel laughed, punching her hand. “Damn right. We’re the best team in all of Rising Phoenix.”

“Well, that’s objectively not true,” Solon said under his breath. Angel didn’t hear him, as she had started singing an upbeat song about their team. At least she’s cheerful.

Getting up, he found a space for his evening practice. He stood between a pair of trees that ran parallel to the road. Focusing, he summoned chains from his elbows aimed at the branches. His control was almost as good as with his hands. He pulled himself into the air, so he hung from the chains like a spider from a strand of web.

Still too slow. Months of training meant they came significantly faster than when he first attempted it. But compared to his hands, or even his feet, the speed was still lacking. At first, he thought he would close the gap with enough training. But after so long attempting the easiest version of the new skill, he was starting to wonder.

Regardless, he began his kata, doing various tricks with his elbows instead of his hands.

“That’s very impressive. You’re attempting to use your elbow focal point for spell casting, correct?” Felimie said. Solon didn’t react, but he hadn’t actually heard her approaching.

“That’s right.” Solon lowered himself to the ground again. “Don’t worry, I’m still keeping watch. This is only light training.”

“Would you do it again for me, slowly?” Solon looked at her oddly. “Indulge me, please.”

“Alright.” Solon summoned his chain from his right elbow, slowly sending it out.

“As I suspected. You’re doing it wrong.” Solon looked at her, amused. “Don’t feel foolish. It’s a common mistake. You’ve subconsciously coupled your spell casting with your hands as your focal points. Now, when you try to do it elsewhere in your arm, you naturally cycle the mana through your hand, then back to your elbow.”

Solon opened his mouth to disagree. Then realised she was right. Dismissing the chain again, he summoned another, this time focusing on exactly where his mana went. As she said, he was cycling it through his hand for no good reason. “How did you notice?”

“Um, it’s… I have mana sight.”

“You can cast mana sight as well. Not bad.”

“No. I don’t cast it, I just have it. It’s always on.” Solon looked closer at her eyes, expecting to see something magical or unusual about them. He didn’t. They were pretty, but that’s all.

Must be because she’s Manaborn. “Huh, I never knew that was a thing. Even so, it’s amazing you were able to figure out my problem just by watching me once.”

“I was actually watching you before you noticed me,” Felimie said. She looked away, fidgeting. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“I’m not uncomfortable. I’m impressed. So you’re not just a pretty face, you’ve got brains too.”

“Pretty?” Felimie fidgeted, avoiding his gaze.

“Sorry, am I being too forward?”

Felimie waved her hands about wildly. “No! It’s not that … I like that you think I’m pretty. Although, I know my red skin ruins it.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Solon replied quickly. Felimie didn’t look convinced. “No, seriously. I actually like your non-human features in particular. They make you more rare and exotic to me, something special I want to own,” Solon said, looking at her seriously. “... That sounded more fetishistic than I intended. Um, what I’m trying to say is I like you the way you are.”

***

Felimie’s legs felt wobbly, like she was going to collapse from sheer embarrassment. He likes my body. He wants to own my body. She touched her horns, feeling them in her grip. It felt odd to be desired sexually for her body.

Everyone always said it was a curse, something to be ashamed of. But Solon wanted her, he really wanted her. It wasn’t just pity. He wanted to own her. I wonder what parts of me he likes most.

She wanted to ask. But she couldn’t bring herself to ask that. Felimie tended to avoid her sexual desires, but that didn’t mean she had none. She just never thought she would get to act on them.

He wants to own me. She pictured herself wearing a heavy collar and nothing else, while he held her leash. She would hug his leg while he stood proudly surrounded by her and his other slaves. Maybe mum’s right and I should ask if he’s still looking for more harem members.

That’s when the fantasy came to an end. He may want me. But there’s no way they’d accept a Demonkin. It was a nice daydream, but that’s all it could be. A dream.


Chapter 8: Labity

They arrived in Labity just after midday on their third day of travelling. Labity was situated on top of the largest oasis in the Dustie Desert. It was a grand city towering over its sandy surroundings, wrapped around a large glistening oasis that gave it life. Its walls were tall and imposing, the large gates at every corner the only way in or out.

Solon was driving the carriage alongside Mina, while Raven and Angel sat guard in the back. It trundled across the main road into town slowly; the cobblestones making the journey bumpy and uncomfortable.

When they reached the city, they joined a large queue of travellers waiting to be granted access past its walls. Merchants, adventurers and lords alike all had to wait in line. There were no exceptions. One by one, they were checked over by the Deji.

The Deji were a local paramilitary organisation in Labity. They were originally an organisation like the templars of the Order of the Radiant Night, except that they served Soleil, the sun goddess. However, a schism in the temple resulted in them breaking away and becoming an independent organisation.

The key cause of the schism was the belief that elves were Soleil’s direct descendants. The Deji believed the goddesses “birthing” of the elves to be a metaphor, rather than a literal event. Since then, they have served the king of Labity for generations. They act as a cross between a city guard and a religious police. They ensured the elves of the city act in a sufficiently pious way, while also enforcing taxes and other laws.

The Deji spoke to each person in each cart, asking them about their reasons for visiting and other seemingly random questions. They must have been important though, as more than 1 cart was turned away before Solon’s turn came around.

“This place is even worse than I remember,” Solon muttered, as they slowly crawled forward.

“You know about this place?” Mina brought the horse to a stop.

“I used to live here.” 

The Deji that met them was a short man with pale skin and dull, unintelligent eyes. “Solon, is that you?” Solon looked down at the man, unable to place him. “It’s me, Natsu.”

“Oh! Natsu,” Solon said, trying desperately to remember ever meeting someone with that name. “How are you doing, buddy?”

“They’ve got me on gate duty, which is boring. But it’s important work, and at least I’m officially a Deji now. Not like before, ay?”

“No, it isn’t…”

“You must be a priest by now? Are these your bodyguards?” Natsu gestured to Solon’s companions.

“Oh, no. I left the order a few years ago; I’m an adventurer now.” Natsu’s sunny expression disappeared, replaced with ice cold judgment. Oddly, he kept smiling.

“You left the order. How could you do that?”

Solon finally remembered who he was speaking to. Natsu had been the page of a Deji who visited the temple when he was still a priest. The Deji are annoyingly rule obsessed in general; it’s a key part of their indoctrination. They believe that Soleil, the goddess of the sun, is the ultimate arbiter of law and order. As such, the law is sacred to them.

Natsu took this to the extreme. He refused to lie, even white lies. And believed that there was no excuse for ever disobeying a superior. Solon could guess how sympathetic he would be if he explained why he left.

“We’re still on good terms. The decision for me to leave was actually approved by Phase Cornsilk himself,” Solon half lied. He still had conflicting feelings about his previous employers. He did like Phase Cornsilk, but he was dead. “I just felt a move was necessary.”

“But you were a sworn apprentice. You offered Mene your service, your soul,” Natsu said, eyes boring into Solon’s own with creepy intensity. “Phase Cornsilk can’t release you from an oath made to a goddess.”

“The Phases are considered Mene’s representatives on Gai,” Felimie chimed in from the back of the carriage. She opened the shutters, so she was visible, although she was wearing her mask again. “Within the bylaws of the order, they are completely within their rights to release a priest from his oath.”

Natsu turned to Felimie, eyes burning with passion. She flinched back. “Tell me, which goddess do you worship?”

Regaining her confidence, Felimie met his gaze. “None.”

“None?” Natsu stared at her in shock. Solon was surprised, too. Almost everyone worshiped one of the goddesses. “You don’t worship… Gai, do you?” He said Gai barely above a whisper. As if to speak his name was to invoke evil.

Solon felt it was dramatic, but didn’t necessarily disagree. Worshippers of the god Gai tended to be out of their minds. Who would worship a god whose goal is the destruction of all life? “Of course not. I worship no one.”

Natsu looked about ready to go on a tirade. Fortunately, Mina cut him off. “Is it standard to question our religious beliefs?”

Natsu glared at her. “No. But you still need to answer my other questions and fill out the proper paperwork.”

Half an hour later, they rolled into the city. Solon suspected Natsu slowed things down even more than usual as a sort of petty revenge. No one else had been forced to fill out so many forms. He checked Angel’s hammer and bracelet 3 times each, using various magic devices that he insisted were necessary.

He’s even more of an ass than I remember.

Inside Labity, elves were everywhere. There were humans too, and some other races mixed in, but elves were the clearly dominant group.

The reason for this is that Labity used to be an elven city state. After the demon wars, there were few large countries left in the world. Every lord with delusions of grandeur proclaimed himself a king and made a city state their domain. Naturally, over time, these countries merged or were conquered by larger powers until there were few left.

Labity had been one such Elven city. When the Elven nations started to merge, the leader at the time, Septimius IV, wanted Labity to remain a free state. But the Elven queen was adamant and invaded.

Septimius IV knew that should he be defeated, he would be killed. So instead he reached out to the human king, Neoman. They agreed that Labity would be a semi-autonomous zone. It still had to pay taxes and its army was officially part of the king’s forces, but otherwise, it could do as it pleased. Human laws would not be enforced, and Septimius IV would still be king. Neoman became a High King to compensate.

This worked, and the elves were repulsed. Since then, the human high kings had been in an endless tug of war with Labity, both sides trying to secure their position.

Elves are natural mages. This was reflected in Labity’s unusual architecture. Even the ordinary houses were grand, with elaborately carved grotesques at each corner. In the eyes of the grotesques magic gems were implanted. These would store spells to strengthen the walls, or otherwise protect the buildings.

As they trundled through the town, they sought out Felimie’s destination. The headquarters of the Seekers of the Absolute Magic was a large compound that clashed horrendously with its surroundings.

It had no decorations at all, and was made entirely of grey stone covered in runes. Solon tried to decipher the runes, but was unable to.

“The runes are meaningless,” Felimie answered the question he was thinking. “Originally, they gathered the stone from the walls of the labyrinth. They hoped to decipher the meaning above ground, but so far their meaning has eluded even the brightest minds of the Seekers.”

“They took the walls whole?” Solon said, torn between being impressed at the dedication and confused why they would think that doing so was a good idea.

“These walls were near the entrance, so removing them was relatively easy.” A woman stepped out of the compound to greet them. She was an elf with skin so pale it looked unnatural, almost pure white. She was skinny too, her arms and legs having almost no muscle to speak of. “I am Seeker Imra. I’ve been sent to collect you.”

“How did you know we arrived?” Solon asked.

“We are Truth seekers… we seek truth.” She brushed a white hair out of her face. “Follow me, if you also wish to seek knowledge.”

“I must confess I’m confused; do you seek the truth or knowledge?” Mina asked. Imra froze, turning to them stiffly.

“Um, well…” she took a deep breath. “The truth is a type of knowledge, so in essence, they are one and the same.”

“A type? What’s the other type?” Raven asked.

Imra’s eyes darted around in a panic. “That’s… that’s something we seek to find out!”

This is just plain embarrassing.

“Please, follow me and you’ll learn more.”

“Can’t wait,” Raven muttered dryly. She looked at Solon, who shrugged casually.

“We still need to collect the money for protecting Felimie. We may as well hear them out about the follow-up job.” The listing had said the secondary job was optional, but required a tracker.

The group went inside. They were quickly ushered into an office that looked more like a library than anything else. The walls were lined with books; they weren’t arranged in any discernible order, and several were facing the wrong way. Nonetheless, it was an impressive collection, with several rare tomes.

Beyond Radiant Magic, Solon read. I wonder if they’d mind if I read that. Maybe it has something useful.

He was about to take it off the shelf when the door opened. The man who stepped in was their employer, Xalon. He was an old elf with deep smile lines and a soothing smile. Just looking at him made Solon feel calmer. He dressed like a wizard in a children’s book, wearing a dressing gown covered in stars and a pointy hat with a moon and sun on it.

“You’ve arrived. You’ve arrived!” He danced into the room, waving his arms excitedly. “I must confess, I’ve never met a Demonkin before! It’s so exciting!”

Solon didn’t miss the way Felimie flinched at being called a Demonkin. She smiled uneasily as the man fussed over her, speaking a mile a minute. He asked her about her journey, complimented her previous works and a whole bunch more, before finally stopping for breath.

“It’s a pleasure to be here,” Felimie said, shifting awkwardly under his intense gaze. He was standing far too close to her.

“Oh, the pleasure’s all mine. I’ve always wanted to meet a real Demonkin!” He leaned in close. “You really are amazing; you positively radiate magic.”

“Do I?” Felimie looked at the floor. “I don’t really consider myself anything special.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Even if you were a human, your work on runes would still be amazing. If you’re right, we might finally be able to solve the mysteries of the labyrinth!” He rushed over to his desk, getting out a large book.

“Ahem,” Solon cleared his throat. “We’ve not been paid yet.”

“Paid?” Xalon looked briefly confused, before throwing his hands up into the air. “Paid! Of course, you are the adventurers we hired. You’ll be paid, don’t worry. I trust you’ll take the additional mission as well.”

“We’d be happy to discuss another job,” Solon said, trying to keep his eye from twitching. “Once we’ve been paid for this one.”

“Hmpth.” Xalon touched a small stone on his desk. Solon felt a quick pulse of magic. “Seeker Leafgear, please prepare the payment for the adventurers we hired.”

That looks useful. It was a Message Stone, an item used by various military forces throughout the world. Adventurers tended not to use them, as parties generally stayed together. They weren’t cheap after all. But with Solon’s increased income, buying one could now be an option.

“The payment is ready at the front desk,” the response came.

“Excellent, excellent. Alright, go collect your reward. I need to settle Felimie in, toodles!” He waved at them, wiggling his fingers.

“Um, what about the follow-up job?” Solon asked, unsure if he even wanted it.

“You arrived early. Imra will arrange some rooms for you. Settle in and we’ll give you the details tomorrow.”

Solon was annoyed by his casually bossing them around. But after travelling for days, he wouldn’t say no to resting in a real bed. His team felt the same way, so they left.

“Goodbye, Solon. It was… nice to meet someone like you,” Felimie said, voice tinged with sadness.

“Why are you saying goodbye? He’s staying just down the hall?” Xalon asked, then laughed loudly. Poor Felimie was horribly embarrassed by this.

Solon smiled as he exited. “We’ll see each other soon.”


Chapter 9: The Worst Branch 

Solon was annoyed at Xalon for brushing him off, but Mina wasn’t bothered. She was looking forward to exploring the city a little.

She took Angel, and the pair headed to the local branch of Rising Phoenix. They meant it to be a quick stop off to inform them of the mission’s current status.

The problem was they couldn’t find it.

“Did Imra give you any landmarks to follow?” Angel asked again. Mina sighed.

“I didn’t think I’d require any. It’s a guild hall; how can we miss it?” They had ended up in an alleyway far from the centre of town. All the buildings were small and run down. Some didn’t even have front doors.

“Maybe we should leave. I don’t wanna get mugged?” Angel said, looking around uncomfortably.

“Angel… who could mug us?” Angel’s mouth opened into a circle.

“Oh yeah. Haha, I totally forgot we’re badasses,” Angel said, fist pumping excitedly.

I am at least. Mina didn’t say that. The cheerful woman annoyed her a little, but there was no need for rudeness. “Keep an eye out for the guild crest.”

“Gotcha. Hey, is that it?” Mina followed Angel’s finger. She was pointing at a tiny wooden shack with boarded-up windows. It did have a symbol that vaguely resembled the Rising Phoenix logo - a flaming bird with its wings stretched wide.

“It can’t be. It must be a coincidence…” Angel approached the building, knocking on the dirty-looking door. A few moments later, a gruff-looking elf opened the door.

“What do you want? Got work?” Mina had never seen a fat elf before. It was a rather unusual sight. As was his unevenly shaved beard and balding head.

“We’re looking for the Rising Phoenix guild hall,” Angel said. “Is this it?”

“That’s right. So what’s the job?”

This cannot be right. Look at him. Look at this building. This has to be a trick.

Unaware of Mina’s internal monologue, Angel ploughed forward. “Great. We just finished an escort mission and need to report it completed, so if you’ll just move aside…” The elf huffed, but let her pass. Angel walked right in.

Why did Solon accept her into the team? Oh, who am I kidding? He wants to fuck her. I can hardly blame him; she has a wonderful ass- nope, stop that. I’m not into that. Mina blushed, shaking her head to dismiss the unwanted thoughts.

“Mina, are you coming?” Angel called, poking her head out the door.

“Yeah, sure.” Mina rushed to follow her. Inside, the guildhall was even less impressive than she expected.

It was dark and dank, with a distinct smell of mould in the air. The ceiling was leaking, which was particularly odd because it wasn’t raining outside. A pan had been put down to collect the water, but was overflowing. There were only 2 tables, 1 of which had the gruff elf from earlier sat at it.

The notice board only had 3 job postings, one of which had turned yellow from age. “Is this really a chapter of Rising Phoenix?”

“‘fraid so,” the gruff elf said. He was the only other person in the room. “Welcome to Rising Phoenix, Labity branch. Otherwise known as the worst chapter of the guild.”

“Aw, don’t be so down on yourself. This place may be a little rough around the edges, but I’m sure that with a little tender love and care, we can make it sparkle,” Angel said, making a sweeping gesture with her hands.

“Not my job to sparkle,” he said.

“What is your job?” Angel asked, afraid to hear the answer.

“I’m the leader of this chapter. The name’s Elyon.”

“That’s funny. Why do you have a girl’s name?” Angel asked, fiddling with her hair.

“Well, when my parents saw I had a vagina, they thought it appropriate.” Elyon narrowed her eyes.

“You’re a girl!”

Mina looked at her companion in shock. “Was it not bad enough to insult her once?”

“I ain’t offended. I’ve given up caring wha’ people say about me,” Elyon said, scratching her large stomach. “Now, you need to fill in a report, right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mina said, deliberately affirming her gender. Elyon didn’t seem impressed, but went to the dirty counter, nonetheless. “Let’s get this over with.”

Mina quickly filled Elyon in on the details of the mission and handed over the guild’s cut of the pay. Afterwards, she was rather excited to leave. Unfortunately, Angel didn’t get the hint.

“So I have to ask: What happened here? Don’t you get money from the adventurers to fix this place up?”

“Do you see any adventurers?” Elyon said. “The Deji kill any monsters that appear and do just about everything else. Outside of the odd escort mission, there’s nothing worthwhile to do around ‘ere.”

“You must have some members,” Mina said, despite her intention to leave.

“We got a few. Enough that they don’t shut us down,” Elyon said. Whether she was happy or annoyed by this was hard to tell. “But D-rank missions will only get you so much cash. Fixing up a place like this ain’t cheap.”

“That’s so sad,” Angel said, wiping a tear out of the corner of her eye.

Is she seriously crying?

“Is there anything we can do to help?”

Mina grimaced. Please say no. Please say no.

“Don’t bother. We’ve lasted this long; we can keep goin,” Elyon said. She yawned loudly.

“If you’re sure,” Mina said, nodding her thanks. “Then we must be off; we have other tasks that require our attention.”

“What other tasks?” Angel asked.

“Important tasks. Now follow me.”


Chapter 10: Home

“So, you remember I mentioned I had a mentor after I left the Order?” Solon said. He was walking with Mina and Raven into the residential district of the city. In this area of the town, the roads were wide and paved with cobblestones. A thin layer of sand covered everything. The houses were large and ornate, but clearly more new builds - by elf standards, that is. They were barely 200 years old, compared to the centre of town, which had many buildings which dated back over a millennium.

“Indeed. Although, you’ve always been rather scarce with the details. I believe he taught you your chain magic, so I presume he is a chain mage as well,” Mina replied.

“That’s right. Sorta. He’s not a chain mage, although his magic is similar enough to teach me.” Solon walked through the streets with a confidence born of familiarity. “He was a good man. But I feel I should warn you to prepare yourselves for this meeting.”

“Is this a sad story?” Raven asked. Solon turned down a small alleyway between a pair of houses. Mina was also concerned; Solon didn’t usually act so nervous.

“Well, I’m not sure. It depends how you look at it. But if you’re asking if he was cruel-”

“Solon! Is that you?” A booming voice tore through the air. A dark elf with long silver hair slammed open the door of a house, sprinting towards Solon at an amazing speed.

“Crap. He sensed me,” Solon said, looking tense. In the next moment, the man was upon him, grabbing him bodily. He spun Solon around, screaming a battle cry. Mina was about to intervene, but Raven stopped her with an outstretched arm.

“He’s friendly.”

“Huh?”

“I’ve missed you so much. It’s been months since you visited,” the man cried, squeezing Solon. Her team leader and master looked at the man awkwardly, seemingly at a loss for words. “What happened?”

“... I did write,” he said at last.

The man put him down, crossing his arms with a pout. Solon’s master was a dark elf with beautiful features and a muscular build. He wore fine clothing like those of a merchant, although his shoes were clearly designed for rapid movement. His stance also exposed his past as a warrior.

“Barely,” the man said, sounding wounded. “You said you’d write every day!”

“I said I’d write every week,” Solon said, scratching his arm awkwardly. Mina shared a look with Raven. It seemed they were seeing a new side of Solon.

“And I didn’t even get that. You’ve barely sent 6 letters since you left,” the man cried, pulling a stack of papers out of his pocket.

Did he retrieve them when he sensed Solon, or does he just carry them around with him all the time?

“I wrote more than that.” Solon scratched the back of his neck, avoiding eye contact.

“They don’t count if they’re less than a paragraph,” he countered, sniffing. “I’m sure I taught you better than this. Did I not?”

Solon muttered something too soft to be heard.

“What was that?”

“A true mage is elegant in both magic and writing,” Solon said louder. “Look, I’m sorry, alright? Things have been… weird lately.”

The man sighed in a way that reminded Mina of Solon. Then he hugged Solon again, a hug which Solon returned looking less uncomfortable. “Just try to do better moving forward. You know how we worry when we don’t hear anything.”

“We?” Solon snorted. “So she’s still here, huh?”

“Well, she’s been away with work, but she’ll be back soon. She’s such a sweetheart taking care of me in my old age,” he said, smiling happily.

“Old age? You’re 79, that’s barely middle-aged for a dark elf. Heck, you’ll probably outlive me,” Solon said, rolling his eyes. While not as long lived as elves, dark elves routinely live well into their 150s.

“Oh boo,” he said, waving his hands. “Oh, you brought friends with you.” The man finally noticed Raven and Mina, he smiled cordially at them. “Solon, you really should introduce us. It’s rude to leave them standing there like that.”

“Indeed, Solon, where are your manners?” Mina said, unable to help herself.

“So rude,” Raven piled on. The look he gave them promised pain.

What’s he going to do? We’re both masochists, Mina thought triumphantly.

Solon cleared his throat, gesturing to the dark elf, “Mina, Raven, this is my old mentor Shinsui of the Magic Blade,” he said. Shinsui bowed elegantly. He looked much more impressive like this. Elegant, but deadly. The way a magic swordsman should look. “Shinsui, this is Mina, my girlfriend -”

“Girlfriend!” Shinsui’s cool aura evaporated. He leapt forward, wrapping Mina in a warm embrace. “My little Solon’s all grown up. To think he’d find such a pretty girlfriend too! I always thought you’d end up with Hayley, but then maybe that was just an old man’s dream.”

“Um, it’s wonderful to meet you, Mr-”

“Just call me Shinsui; we’re practically family after all,” Shinsui said, still hugging her.

“As you wish, Shinsui.” Mina tapped his back. She looked to Solon for guidance, but he just smirked at her predicament. “It’s… ahem, we’re very happy dating your student.”

Shinsui broke the hug. “We?”

“Master, this is my other girlfriend, Raven,” Solon said, gesturing to her. Raven was prepared, catching the hug without missing a beat.

“2 girlfriends! Amazing. And they’re both so cute!” He turned his head to Solon, narrowing his eyes. “How could you not mention you had 2 girlfriends?”

“Um, well… things have been complicated…”

Mina decided to help. She still didn’t fully understand this relationship, but she didn’t wish for her boyfriend to feel awkward unnecessarily. “It is not Solon’s fault he fell behind in his correspondence. After all, when Flamburg was attacked, he was poisoned rather severely.”

“What?” Shinsui pulled back, turning to Solon mechanically.

“Um… I was going to mention it in a letter, but I didn’t want you to worry…”

“Of course I would worry, but I still want to hear about it when you’re injured!” Solon shied back, shocked by the angry shouting of his mentor.

“In Solon’s defence, I truly think he meant no offense. After the Mt. Mene incident, he likely thought it inappropriate to worry you a second time,” Mina said soothingly.

Shinsui turned to her robotically. “What Mt. Mene incident?”

Oh, that was unwise.

“What happened on Mt. Mene? Because I heard a team of adventurers nearly died fighting werewolves, but you sent me a letter - or more accurately, a postcard - after that and didn’t mention anything dangerous happening.” Shinsui looked menacing. Mina was reminded uncomfortably of the time she came home to her mother with a broken arm after trying to Ki Step and hitting a literal brick wall.

“... Could we maybe go inside and have a cup of tea?” Solon looked at Shinsui’s house, stepping backwards.

Shinsui smacked his lips, looking at Mina and Raven in turn. “Yes. I think that may be wise. I’ll put on the kettle, and you can tell me everything I’ve missed.”

Shinsui walked back towards his house, Solon following behind him with his shoulders slumped.

Raven and Mina followed behind the pair at a safe distance. Raven turned to her, smirking, “someone’s in trouble.”

***

Raven was impressed by Shinsui’s house. It was spacious and clean, but with a comfortable lived-in feeling as well.

He had them sit in his living room while he went off to make tea. The walls were bright pink with little flowers drawn on them. There were dozens of little knickknacks and keepsakes on the shelves, as well as paintings- mostly of various monsters. The quality of the paintings varied significantly, some being almost photorealistic and others looking like what a child might draw.

Sitting on the sofa, Raven sunk into the seat. It seemed the sofa had seen better days. Mina yelped as she slid into her seat. Solon smirked as he sat in a comfortable armchair that supported his weight.

“I must say, when you talked about your former mentor, this is not what I expected,” Mina said, adjusting to try to get comfortable. After a few seconds, she gave up, realising it was impossible.

“He’s… a character,” Solon said, scratching his cheek.

“Raven, Mina, how do you like your tea?” Shinsui called from the next room.

“Milk and sugar,” Mina called.

“Same.”

“He seems nice. I can tell he cares about you a lot,” Raven chimed in. Solon looked off to the side, smiling minutely.

“... I guess, yeah.”

Raven rolled her eyes to Mina, making the beautiful cat girl titter.

“I’m back,” Shinsui sang, entering with a tray of steaming hot tea. “Here you go. Milk and sugar are in the green mugs.”

“Thanks.” Raven took her tea. Like the sofa, the mug had seen better days. Although hers was at least better than Mina’s.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’, it feels weird. I’m Shinsui,” Shinsui corrected. His tone was friendly but firm. “Here you go, Solon.”

Shinsui sat in his chair, holding his mug with both hands. “So, tell me this story of yours.”

Solon took a sip of his tea. “Right, so we were fighting the werewolves-”

“No, no, start from the beginning,” Shinsui said. Solon sighed, before launching into the whole tale.

Raven noticed quickly that while Shinsui was concerned with Solon’s wellbeing, he wasn’t very interested in the fights themselves. In fact, most of the questions he asked were about Solon’s relationships with Mina and Raven.

“Was it love at first sight?” He asked, when Solon first mentioned Mina.

“No, but I did find her attractive,” Solon said honestly. “Raven too.”

“What about you, Mina; did you fall for my Solon immediately?” Mina blushed at the question.

“Well, he was a little forceful… which I didn’t dislike,” Mina said, scratching her cheek.

“Haha, that’s my boy! Just like his old man.” Shinsui slapped his thigh. “Back when I met my wife, it was love at first sight, but only for me. But I didn’t let that stop me!”

“Oh, I didn’t realise you were married,” Mina said.

“I was. She’s dead,” Shinsui said, his smile faltering.

“I’m so sorry.”

“It was a long time ago. Before I met Hayley and Solon,” Shinsui said, his voice getting thick. “She was the only woman I ever loved-romantically, and now I’m alone…” He drifted off sadly, a heavy atmosphere taking over the room. “Ahem, but enough about me. I want to hear the rest of the story.”

Solon smiled sadly, but respected his request. He told him the whole story, only omitting the sexual elements. When he was done, Shinsui whistled loudly.

“To think, my student saved the whole country,” Shinsui said. “I always figured if anyone would do something like that, it’d be Hayley.”

“Hey!”

“I’m kidding,” Shinsui said, laughing. “Seriously, I’m impressed. You’ve grown a lot, sport.”

“Well, I had a lot of help,” Solon said. “You said Hayley would be back soon?”

“She’s busy with work. But she’ll be back in a day or so,” Shinsui said.

“Ah, darn. We’ll probably be on another job by then,” Solon said unconvincingly.

“Then you can visit afterwards,” Shinsui said without missing a beat.

“Um, that might be-”

“After all, you still need to tell me the story about what happened in Flamburg,” Shinsui said, narrowing his eyes. “You never sent me any letters, so this is the only way I’ll ever find out.”

Solon looked like he wanted to protest, but eventually gave into the guilt trip. “... Fine. But we might be busy for a few days.”

“That’s fine. You’ll need the time to get me an appropriate present.”

“A present?” Raven asked. Shinsui smiled disarmingly.

“I don’t expect anything from you 2. Just from Solon, I did let him live with me for free for all those years after all,” Shinsui said pointedly. “I fed him. Clothed him. Taught him magic…”

Solon put his mug down. “Fine. I’ll get you a present.”

“Such a good pupil.”


Chapter 11: Turndown Service

“Your mentor seems like a kind man,” Mina said as they prepared for bed. Mina was sleeping with Solon tonight, but Raven was doing her duty as his maid, dressing the bed wearing her black latex maid outfit. This one didn’t have a hood. Raven was glad to have the chance to serve as a maid in this way; it made it feel more real.

It’s like Mina’s my mistress and Solon’s my master. Mina was watching her intensely, though Raven was unsure why.

“He is,” Solon said. “He guilt trips me about it a lot, but he really did do a lot for me and he didn’t have to.”

“Earlier, you said it was a sad story,” Mina said, shifting her weight between her feet. Raven’s ears perked up at the reminder. She secured the duvet in its covers.

“Not for me,” Solon specified. He sighed, sitting in a seat. “Before he took me in, Shinsui was married with a wife and kid. I don’t know all the details, but they were attacked when he wasn’t around.”

“... Oh.” Raven stopped mid fluff of a pillow.

“I guess… sometimes I feel like I’m taking advantage of him, you know?” Raven stopped making the bed to focus on him.

“When people die, it can leave a hole in your heart. It feels like you should leave the hole alone, to wallow in the misery,” Raven said, the words coming to her naturally. “But pushing people away doesn’t help. It’s better to have people around you that you care about. It doesn’t mean you didn’t love them, or that you’re replacing them.” She paused, fluffing a pillow. “It’s… it’s necessary to find peace. To make life enjoyable again. I think that’s how Shinsui feels.”

Solon stared at her wide-eyed. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. Mina said, “Raven’s right. It may not always seem like it, but you’re helping him. If Shinsui wants you around, you shouldn’t feel guilty about it.”

“I guess you’re right,” Solon said. Raven could tell he was still feeling conflicted.

“You should talk to him about it if you’re concerned,” she said, resuming making the bed.

“I’ve tried. He’s… not the easiest person to talk to about emotional stuff.”

Raven shrugged, putting the final pillow in place. “The bed is made, Master. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No, thanks, Doll,” Solon said. She approached him, kissing him on the cheek.

“Then I’ll take my leave, Master.” Raven curtseyed, lifting her skirt high enough to flash her thong like Solon taught her. He called it a slave curtsey. He spanked her casually as she left, making Raven’s heart flutter. She hesitated at the door. “Unless… you want to talk more?”

“I’ll be fine. This has been helpful,” Solon said. He smacked her on the ass again. “I’ll be expecting you to wake me up tomorrow at the usual time, with fresh clothes and a cup of tea.”

Raven giggled. “As you wish, Master.” Raven curtseyed again as she left, giving Mina a pointed look.

***

After Raven left, Mina looked at the immaculately made bed.

“... You could’ve ordered me to make the bed. I am your slave, after all,” Mina said at last.

“Only in the bedroom.”

“Where do you think we are?” Mina said, scoffing. “What are your orders, Master?”

“I didn’t want to waste your energy. You’re going to need it tonight,” Solon said, strutting over to her. He pushed her gently. She allowed herself to fall backwards onto the bed, her legs falling open. “Lose the skirt.”

Mina pulled it off, revealing a pink lace thong. Solon ran his fingers around the edges. “This is new.”

“Raven told me about the thong only rule.” Mina shivered as he slowly traced the edges of the fabric. Raven only wore thongs, unless it was impractical to do so. It was one of the first rules Solon had set. “Do you… do you dislike it?”

Solon answered by kissing her deeply, rubbing her pussy through the wet fabric. Mina moaned as he manipulated her sex with skill born of familiarity. It wasn’t long before she felt her orgasm approaching. “Master, can I cum?”

“You’re asking permission,” Solon murmured, kissing down her cheek towards her ear. “Good girl. Your orgasms belong to me. They’re mine to give… and mine to take away.” He stopped touching her at the last moment. “No, you may not cum.”

Mina whined like a dog, feeling a strange combination of frustration and lust that drove her wild. If she was still pretending to be dominant, she could’ve demanded he make her cum, or at least tried to convince him. But Mina didn’t want to do that. She wanted to beg. “Please, Master, I’ll be a good girl. Let this slave cum.”

She started panting for air as soon as he touched her. She was so close before, and this time it took even less time to get her to the edge. She cried out when he stopped. “I’m not that easy. You’ll have to do better than that.”

Mina bit her lip, rubbing her thighs together without even realising it. Her body desperately wanted release, but she didn’t. She wanted him to string her along forever. To spend hours teasing and denying her until she was a quivering wreck begging for release; then he would refuse her, anyway. Forcing her to go to sleep with her pussy on fire, then wake up and spend the whole day thinking about the pleasure he had denied her. “Please…” her voice was breathy and weak. She looked up at him with big, submissive eyes.

“I’ll give you a choice. Either I can make you cum, right here and right now…”

Mina was tempted to agree, to give in to her body’s desire. But she couldn’t stand the thought of interrupting Solon. At that moment, he was everything to her.

“Or you can suck my dick. What would you rather, receive pleasure or give it?” Mina laughed, she actually laughed. The question was absurd, the answer was obvious. She didn’t even need to think about it.

“Please, Master, let me suck your glorious cock,” she mewled, rubbing her cheek against his crotch. She could feel it twitching in his trousers. It was begging for attention. No, not begging. Master doesn’t beg. He demands. If he wants my mouth, he knows he can have it whenever he wants. Solon hummed, acting unsure. “I’ll do good, I promise. I’ve been practicing a lot. You can use me however you like, just like Raven.”

Solon raised a brow when she mentioned Raven. It wasn’t an official rule, but he never mentioned Raven during sex or compared them in any way. Mina didn’t know why she brought it up, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she knew she wanted to keep going. “Let me prove myself. If I’m not as good as Raven, you can punish me.”

Solon’s surprise changed to amusement. “Oh, I can, can I?” He asked rhetorically. He grabbed her by the chin, tilting her head back so she was looking directly up at him as he loomed over her. “I can punish you whenever I want, slave.”

“Yes, of course you can, Master,” Mina said, simpering pathetically. “But…I just meant…” Mina giggled, feeling almost manic with her submission. “I want to see how inferior I am. Raven’s better at blowjobs. I know she is! I want to do everything I can to make you feel good and fail, anyway. I want you to tell me I’m not as good as Raven. I want you to punish me, to make me work harder to train my stupid, worthless throat pussy.”

Solon’s cock twitched again, his domineering aura growing even more. She didn’t feel like a powerful warrior anymore; she felt like an ant. An ant standing in front of a giant who controlled her whole world. This is the best. He owns me. I’m his.

After a long pause of consideration, he gave her his order. “Pull out my cock.” She reached up to do it, gasping when he slapped her hands away. “You know that’s not the proper way.” He clicked his tongue. “My other slave would never make such an amateurish mistake.”

Mina felt like she had just been slapped in the face by his words, but also like she was edging all over again. She gasped, his words stealing her breath. “... sorry, Master. Please punish this dumb slut.”

Solon rolled his eyes. “After the blowjob,” he said. “Let’s see if you can at least do that right.” Mina grabbed the waist of his trousers with her mouth, jerking them down. They tore as she accidentally used some of her ki, making her wince. “Pathetic. You can’t do anything right, can you?” He pushed his trousers the rest of the way down, then kicked them off, casting them aside. Mina stared at his already hard cock, salivating. “What are you waiting for? A written invitation? Hurry up and suck my cock, slave!”

She jumped at his sudden shouting. Getting to work, she ran her tongue up and down his member, slavering it with spit. Solon didn’t react at all, staring at her impassively. She started suckling on the tip, massaging the shaft with her hand gently. Still no reaction. If it wasn’t for the glob of pre-cum that hit her tongue, she would think she wasn’t having any effect at all.

He’s amazing. She started bobbing up and down, going deeper with each thrust into her mouth. Finally, she saw his mask of indifference starting to crack. It was subtle at first, the slightest wobble of his lip. But soon he groaned; the sound was music to her ears. “You’re not completely worthless.”

Mina was so grateful for the praise, so pathetically grateful. She loved that he made it insulting even as he told her she was doing well, reminding her she was still less than him. Pushing harder, she slammed the whole thing into her throat. Then she gagged.

Pulling off his cock after being so arrogant was humiliating. Solon looked down at her like she really was an insect, pathetic and beneath his notice. “So cruel. I’m sorry, Master. Punish me for failing you.”

He slapped her with his cock, the hard rod making a wet smacking sound as it hit her cheek. It was so casually degrading. She loved it. “Keep sucking. You’re nowhere near making me cum. Or can you not even manage that much?”

A little part of Mina wanted to know what he would do if she said she couldn’t. But the bigger part of her refused to leave him hanging, even if the punishment would be delicious. So she got back to work, doing everything she could to try to make him feel good. Once she found her rhythm, it was easy to prevent herself from gagging. If she didn’t push herself too hard, she was confident she could make it through the whole thing without a single mistake.

Mina gagged dozens of times. She kept going too deep, too fast, making herself gag around his member. She breathed through her nose, letting her keep going despite her throat’s reaction. The feeling was strangely addictive. She loved how weak she felt, how powerless. But more than that, she loved knowing that Raven would never fail like she was. That she was so much worse at it than Raven (even if she was still better than most). Solon could have any woman he wanted. He has Raven, who can do this so much better than me. But he keeps me anyway. I’m still his slave, even if I am inferior.

Mina’s pussy felt like it was on fire. Even as she gagged, she found all she could think about was how hot she felt. How much she wanted to touch herself. She looked up at Solon, knowing he knew what she wanted. He wasn’t going to give it to her. He was drawing this out on purpose, lasting even longer than he normally would to watch her squirm. And she loved squirming.

“Let’s step this up a notch; see how you really compare.” He grabbed her by the hair, making her eyes water. He wrenched her back and forth more roughly than ever before. Every time he went balls deep in her throat. Mina couldn’t keep up at all, gagging constantly despite her attempts to calm her throat. Every time she gagged, her pussy pulsed again, until her juices were soaking through her thong onto the bed sheets beneath her.

Don’t stop. Be rougher. I can take it. She felt him twitch in her throat. He was close, so close. She wanted his cum. She wanted it deep inside her. But instead he pulled out, smirking down at her. She only had a moment to process why before the first cumshot hit her face, making her gasp. “Thank you,” she said, feeling ridiculous. She wondered if a woman had ever thanked a man for a facial before, or if she was the first. More cum rained down on her, Solon’s loads as big as ever. Soon she was plastered with the thick white sauce, her eyes shut as it dripped down her face. She licked her lips, moaning lewdly at the taste. “Tasty. Thank you for the treat, Master.”

Solon sneered down at her pathetic cum stained face. “Clean yourself up,” he ordered. Mina obeyed quickly, scraping the cum up with her finger and sucking it clean. Solon clearly tried to fight it, but he was visibly aroused as she ate his juices.

“Is this okay, Master?” she asked sweetly, as she licked up the last of his cum. He didn’t answer verbally. Instead, he picked her up and literally threw her onto the bed. She laughed as she bounced, falling into a position with her face in the sheets and her ass in the air. “Ahahaha, are you going to use this dumb slut’s other hole?” She pulled her thong to one side, showing her dripping wet sex to him. She wiggled her butt enticingly. “It’s all yours, Master.”

He growled as he pounced on top of her like an animal. He grabbed her hips, slamming his cock deep into her in a single thrust. Mina screamed silently, shocked at the sudden change of pace. All pretence of gentleness was gone, replaced with pure passion. He was fucking her like an object, and she was loving every minute of it. “Master, I’m… I’m so fucking close.”

“Don’t you dare cum,” he growled, slapping her ass. “Not until I do.”

“I’m not… I can’t hold it.” Mina bit her lip, trying desperately to obey his order. But it was clear this was a losing battle. He was too good. He knew exactly what to do to make her cum like an idiot, and he was doing it perfectly. Combined with the edges, she never stood a chance. “I’m going to-” He stopped again, making her tense around him as the hardest edge yet passed her.

“Not until I do,” he repeated darkly. He grabbed her tits, squeezing them so hard they hurt as he started fucking her again. Mina felt tears streaming down her cheeks as the latest denial hit her.

“Fuck, yes! Deny me forever. I don’t deserve to cum!” She didn’t realise she was shouting her thoughts until he spanked her again.

“You’ll cum when I cum. Not a second sooner,” he growled. The sound of flesh slapping together filled the room as Mina was brought to the edge again and again. Every time she begged, although she had no idea what for. She was too lost in lust to give it any real thought. All she knew is she wanted and Solon controlled whether she got what she wanted or not. And every time, he denied her.

Until she felt the telltale tensing of his cock inside her. Mina’s thoughts suddenly came back into focus, as she realised she would finally be allowed to cum. “Yes. Cum inside me so I can cum, Master! Fill this fuck toy with your superior cum!”

The sheer ecstasy when he finally released was unparalleled. As promised, she came the exact second he did, not a second before or after. Mina’s moaning was loud, but she didn’t care who heard. All she cared about was the wonderful man fucking her.

He pulled out afterwards, collapsing to one side. Mina fell onto her side too, giggling like a fool. “You did great, sweetie,” Solon said, kissing her forehead. He pulled her into a hug. “You always do great.”

Mina snuggled into him happily. “Did you like my thong, Master?”

“I like everything you wear,” Solon said sweetly. He looked like he would fall asleep at any moment. “And everything you do.”

“But seriously. You like me wearing thongs?” Mina asked, turning to look him in the eye.

“I do.” Solon stroked her hair. “It’s sexy.”

“Good, then I’ll buy more tomorrow.” Mina smiled to herself. “I don’t mind wearing them every day, if that’s what you like.”

“Are you saying you want a 24/7 rule?” Solon asked, suddenly alert.

“I’m not ready to go full slave,” Mina said. She took a deep breath. “But… I want something. You dress Raven up, have her make our bed and clean for you, it’s… maybe just a taste of that.”

“Okay, so thongs? We can make that a rule,” Solon said, stroking her cheek. “We’ll go as fast as you want, no faster.”

“Um, okay, but could we go a little faster?” Solon looked confused. “I like the thong thing, but… is there anything else I can do? Something small and inconspicuous, but also… something I’ll notice.”

Solon smirked, making her feel small and submissive. “I’ll give it some thought.”

“I think I know what I want my rule to be,” Mina said, grinning. “Is that okay?”

“Of course. I love hearing your ideas about how you can be a better submissive.” Solon stroked some hair behind her ear. “What’s the idea?”

“I like the idea of not starting to eat until you do,” Mina said. She saw Solon looked confused. “It’s a Nekomi tradition. No one’s supposed to eat until the clan leader does, showing submission.”

“I see. Alright, sounds good and subtle. I’m in.”

“A-and, you could order for me at restaurants and stuff.”

“Another Nekomi thing?”

“Yes. By speaking for me, you show I’m below you.” Mina snuggled into her pillow. “And you’re taking care of me.”

“We’ll do that too, then. So that’s thongs every day; don’t eat till I do and I do the ordering.” Solon shifted closer to her. He rested a hand on her hip. “Anything else, slave?”

“No, Master. Although, I do like wearing my collar,” Mina said, feeling the chain. “But not all the time yet; it’s not ideal in some circumstances.” Solon pulled her closer to him, hugging her tight.

“3 rules it is.”


Chapter 12: Ancient Lore

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us again,” Xalon said.

Once again, the party was gathered in his office. This time, he had arranged chairs for everyone on the other side of the desk. Felimie was standing beside him.

“Well, after you were so polite last time, how could we not?” Solon said dryly.

“Glad to hear it,” Xalon said. Solon couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic too, or somehow didn’t notice. “So I assume you’re all familiar with the labyrinth, but just in case you’re not: the labyrinth is an ancient structure below, and in some directions around, this city. It’s a natural dungeon despite its artificial origins, so it is full of monsters.”

“Cool,” Raven said under her breath. “Let’s go.”

“Perhaps it would be wise to get our mission parameters before attempting it,” Mina said, though with no malice. “Carry on.”

Felimie opened her notebook, flipping through the pages till she found what she wanted. “Yes, um, our research has indicated that there may yet be sections that have not been properly studied. We therefore believe that Lilith -”

“No.” Solon stood up. “We appreciate your offer, but we’re not going anywhere near anything Lilith made. Aside from it being very illegal, it’s also a great way to die.”

“Lilith didn’t create the labyrinth. Records of it predate her birth by hundreds of years,” Felimie chimed in. “It’s also perfectly legal to go there, just like any other dungeon.”

“Interesting! Still not going. She used it as a base, that’s enough.” Solon offered Xalon his hand. “We appreciate your offer, but we’ll be taking our leave.”

“Please, listen. Please. This mission could reveal so much we don’t know about magic. And we’ll pay you very handsomely for your time even if we don’t learn anything,” Xalon said. He shook his hand, placing his other hand on top of Solon’s.

Solon was tempted… for a second. “No. Let’s go team. If we leave now, we can get a jump on the journey home.” Raven and Mina stood up obediently.

“I know this is risky, but from what we’ve read, we believe there are great tomes of knowledge down there. We could learn so much.” Xalon rose to his feet as well, leaning over the table. “We wouldn’t use offensive magic. But think about the potential for enchantments, or healing.”

Solon stopped just before he reached the door. He turned back to Xalon. “Healing?”

“Lilith’s horrible deeds aside, she was a healer like no other,” Felimie said.

“Indeed, she was. They say she could even heal death,” Xalon said, stroking his chin. “Properly harnessed; her magic could be a great boon for the world.”

This is a bad idea. Solon let go of the door handle. “What exactly is your plan?”

“It is my understanding that you have a skilled tracker among your number?” Xalon said.

“That’s me,” Raven said, raising her hand like a student in school.

“Excellent. Excellent.” Xalon picked up a Message Stone from his desk. “Send him in; they’ve agreed to do the job.”

“We agreed to hear you out,” Solon said. Xalon waved his protest away like it was a bad smell.

The door opened, and in walked King Septimius VII. Solon rushed to bow - he didn’t know a lot about royalty, but he knew they could be harsh to those who they viewed as disobedient. 

Septimius looked just like his portraits, a rarity among nobles. He was tall, with long silky blonde hair. His eyes were cold and dull, looking around the room as if everything in it was a disappointment. He dressed in fine silks with multitudes of jewels and other expensive things.

“Who’s the elf?” Raven asked. She was the only person in the room still standing straight.

“An elf who doesn’t recognise me. How queer; you must not be from around here,” he said neutrally. His voice was soft, but perfectly clear nonetheless. “I am King Sepitmus, the seventh of my name. I am the unquestioned ruler and protector of this city.”

“Cool.” Raven looked around, mildly confused. “Why’s everyone bowing?”

“It’s good manners to bow in the presence of a king,” Mina hissed. Septimius laughed, holding his hands up soothingly.

“Now, now, that’s not necessary. You’re not my subjects, I have no right to demand anything of any of you. Please… sit.”

Solon took his seat, careful not to turn his back on the king. This was partly out of respect for his position, and partly instinct. Septimius oozed magic power. While not as strong as Hagan, he still set Solon on edge. Solon had no doubt he would be killed if he tried to fight the man.

Septimius joined Xalon, conjuring a chair out of thin air as he went to sit on nothing. “So, these are the crème de la crème of adventurers you discovered. Their magic power is adequate, but are you sure they’re up to the task?”

“The issue isn’t power, it’s skill. We need a skilled tracker who will succeed where the others failed.” Xalon leaned forward excitedly. “Who better than a former druid?”

Ah, so the rest of us are just hangers on for Raven. Fun. Solon kept his expression carefully calm.

“Very well, I trust your judgement. Before we proceed, I must ask you all to swear that you will not reveal anything I am about to say.”

“I swear on the moon herself,” Solon said.

“I swear on my house’s honour, I shan’t betray your confidence,” Mina said.

“Yeah, totally. I swear on … my life, I guess,” Angel said. Solon wasn’t convinced.

“I swear,” Raven said, even less convincingly. Septimius nodded, apparently satisfied.

“Very good. In that case… behold!” He reached into his sleeve and produced a scroll. He unfurled it on the desk. Everyone crowded around to read it.

“I can’t read this,” Solon was the first to say. Everyone else agreed.

“Not surprising. It’s written in a strange dialect of ancient elvish. Very few people in the world can read it,” Septimius explained. “My family has guarded it for a long time, but even we were unable to decipher its secrets. That was until I discovered Felimie.” Felimie jumped at the mention of her name. “Why don’t you explain what it says?”

“Um, okay, right…” Felimie took the page. “So, basically, the dialect is called Lowspeak. It was the language of the commoners, so very rarely written down. In fact, very few -”

“Just the meaning is fine,” Septimius cut her off.

“Um, okay. Basically, it says there’s a hidden chamber in the southern portion of the labyrinth, inside of which a ‘Vast hoard of Lilith’s magic’ - which we think means grimoires- is waiting to be uncovered.”

“So we just go there and find it?” Solon asked.

“Not quite, I’m afraid. Even if we know it’s in the southern portion, the labyrinth is massive. Hundreds of paths branch out in all directions. To have any hope of finding this hidden passageway, and more importantly finding our way out, we’d need an incredibly skilled tracker.”

“I’d need an item associated with what I’m looking for?” Raven said.

Septimius produced a small gem. “This was taken from one of Lilith’s demons by my namesake. After it was defeated, it fled into the labyrinth- we believe it fled to this same room. I trust it’ll be sufficient.”

Raven took it, her eyes glowing green. “The trail’s thin, but… I think I can do this. I’ll need to get closer to the source, to be sure.”

“It’s troubling to think that even after all these centuries, Lilith’s demons are still alive,” Mina said. “Is it wise to seek out such a monster?”

Mina had a point. Since her death, most of Lilith’s demons had been hunted down and slayed by adventurers. But that’s not to say they were no longer an issue. Those that survived continued wreaking havoc long after her death, killing anyone and anything in their path. Entire cities had been decimated by a single demon. Seeking out such a monster was madness.

“Gorgath is the monster my ancestor defeated. Even if it is alive somehow, it won’t be an issue. It fled because my ancestors hit it with a powerful sealing spell. It’s impossible for it to break free,” Septimius said proudly.

Solon knew the legend. Back during Lilith’s reign, Septimius’ ancestor had been one of the mages to battle her. Her demons used the labyrinth as a base of operations, terrorising the city and its inhabitants. That all came to an end when Septimius I arrived and laid waste to the legion.

Things seemed positive until the Demon General Gorgath arrived on the field. Until this point, no single person had ever beaten a demon general by themselves. The few that had been defeated were beaten by teams of heroes, or more often whole armies working together. But Septimius I fought alone, or so the legend says, and triumphed.

While he couldn’t kill the demon, he managed to hit it with a powerful sealing spell, forcing it to retreat. As a result, the city was saved, and he was proclaimed the rightful king by a grateful populace. He was killed shortly after by Lilith, but his heir kept up the fight. He also died, as did his heir, but miraculously the family line survived both the demon wars and the elvish wars that followed.

“We’re willing to consider this, but we have terms,” Solon said firmly.

“Which are?” Xalon asked.

“First and foremost, in addition to our fee as bodyguards, we want the right to a fair share of the treasure discovered. This includes magic items,” Solon started.

“Agreed.” Septimius waved his hand magnanimously. “What else?”

“I want your assurance that, should the Deji discover what we’re up to, you’ll vouch for us,” Solon said. He knew the Deji wouldn’t be happy about them digging around in Lilith’s former haunt. If they discovered they were trying to research her magic, they’d definitely arrest them. If that occurred, no amount of money would make a difference. The only person who could get them out would be Septimius.

“Of course Septimius would -” Xalon began.

“With respect, I want to hear it from the man himself,” Solon said, looking at the king. He looked at Solon boredly.

“As you wish, you have my word,” Septimius said. “Is there more?”

“Yes,” Solon said. “This one’s personal. Should anything even potentially useful for healing purposes be discovered, I want the right to use it.”

Septimius’ mask of neutrality cracked, but only briefly. “I have no quarrel with any of those requests. Do you, Truth seeker?”

“None at all.” He was practically vibrating in his seat. “I can’t wait to hear the good news!”


Chapter 13: Dungeon Diving

The labyrinth only had 2 main entrances: the north and the south tunnels. But, as the name implies, these entrances quickly broke off into dozens of routes.

The good news is that most of the paths inside the labyrinth rarely changed, unlike other dungeons. The Seekers had investigated the labyrinth numerous times before, but Felimie believed that with a tracker they may be able to find a hidden room.

Septimius, working together with Felimie, had narrowed down the site of the hidden room to 3 key areas. The first was relatively near the surface, and so could be visited that same day. The hope was that once they got close, Raven’s magic would confirm if they were correct or not, although Felimie also had some tests she wanted to run. If it wasn’t there, they’d resurface to replenish their supplies, then try again in a day or so. Rinse and repeat until they found what they were looking for, or confirmed that none of the locations were correct.

Solon made sure to negotiate a decent salary even if they did find nothing. Fighting through a dungeon wasn’t easy or safe, so they deserved compensation, even if it didn’t work. Each time they cleared an area they would be paid, and they’d get the full compensation upon finding a secret room regardless of if it was the 1st or last expedition.

It was decided that only Felimie would be going into the dungeon with them. A large group would risk unwanted attention, and she knew everything they needed.

They met in front of the labyrinth that same night. The Truth Seekers had prepared ample provisions, so they were able to begin with minimal preparation time.

Naturally, both entrances to the labyrinth had round-the-clock Deji guards. They stopped people going inside if they weren’t prepared and they slew any monsters that tried to leave.

Solon and his team arrived before Felimie. Considering how dangerous it was, the entrance to the labyrinth was surprisingly nondescript. Just a set of stairs leading into the ground, surrounded by sand.

Solon was annoyed when he saw Natsu again. That guy’s everywhere.

Natsu waved when he saw Solon. “Solon, hey man, you’re looking great!”

“Natsu,” Solon replied, stopping a fair distance from the man. Natsu closed the gap, smiling brilliantly. “I trust there’s no paperwork for entering the labyrinth.”

“Nope! We don’t really stop anyone except kids. It’s your life to risk; if you die the Deji won’t lift a finger to help,” Natsu chirped. Solon stiffened at the casual reference to his death. “Actually, I’m glad I caught you. I see you’ve parted ways with the heathen.”

“Her name is Felimie, and no, I haven’t,” Solon corrected firmly. Natsu waved his hand dismissively.

“You can call her whatever you want. It doesn’t change the fact she’s a heretic.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. It’s not like she’s a Gai worshiper or something,” Solon said.

“No, it’s worse. She doesn’t believe in anything, she has no moral code at all!” Natsu’s grin became strained, his eyes screaming. “If she has no god or goddess to guide her, what’s stopping her from going on a killing spree or worse?”

“What’s worse than a killing spree?” Raven asked.

“2 killing sprees,” Mina responded wisely.

“This isn’t a laughing matter,” Natsu said.

Then why are you still smiling? “I’ll take what you’ve said under advisement,” Solon replied vaguely.

“So you’ll tell her to leave the city?”

“In a manner of speaking, she’s already doing that,” Solon said, sharing a pleased look with Mina.

“Thank Soleil! You may have abandoned your honour, but I’m glad you still have some sense. Perhaps in time you’ll return to the righteous path.” Natsu put his hand on Solon’s shoulder. Solon looked at it the same way he would if someone put a piece of shit on his shoulder.

“Ah, Felimie, there you are,” Solon called out, raising his hand to greet the Manaborn. She waved back, increasing her speed slightly. “Well, that’s everyone. Let’s head in, team.”

“Wait, you’re going into the labyrinth with her?”

“Nothing gets by you,” Raven said, walking past. Mina chuckled.

“Sorry, am I late?” Felimie asked. She seemed a little out of breath, and her bag was clearly too heavy for someone who hadn’t done any training.

“No need to apologise. Mina, take her pack,” Solon ordered. Mina did as he asked silently, unbothered by the extra weight. “Let’s go in. Daylight’s burning.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Natsu said, giving Solon a pointed look. Solon rolled his eyes, entering the labyrinth.

“What was that about?” Felimie asked nervously. “We’re not in danger, are we?”

Solon didn’t even slow down. “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to protect you.”

After the initial stairs, they reached the landing that was the true entrance to the labyrinth. The walls were covered in runes Solon didn’t recognise, glowing faintly. From the opening, 3 paths diverged, each only wide enough for 1 adventurer to fight comfortably.

Felimie had her map prepared and confidently picked the leftmost path. Mina headed down first, sniffing the air as she walked. Solon went next, acting as her support. Then Felimie was in the middle, so she was guarded from both sides followed by Raven, whose range let her aid both sides easily and finally Angel was the rearguard.

This part of the labyrinth was generally considered safe due to its proximity to the surface, but they still proceeded carefully. Unlike Mount Mene, there were no sanctuaries. Safety couldn’t be taken for granted at any point.

“So what’s the deal with these runes everywhere?” Solon asked after a time. Proceeding carefully didn’t mean absolute silence was required, and Felimie was starting to get jumpy. He hoped talking would calm her down.

“No one really knows,” Felimie said, looking at them as if she expected to figure it out. “They’ve been studied dozens of times, but they’re gibberish. I used to think they were an anagram somehow, but apparently Truth seekers tried - and failed- to prove that in the past.”

“At least they provide light. It’d be annoying having to be the party’s torch,” Solon joked. Angel giggled happily; it seemed she liked lame jokes.

“They don’t all glow actually,” Felimie said, running her hands over them. “Another mystery. They don’t have any obvious power source, and even to my eyes, they only seem to have slightly greater than background magic levels.”

“Hmm, what about you Raven; do you feel anything?” Raven ran a hand over the wall, eyes glowing.

“No.”

“I guess if all it took was a druidic magic user, then someone would’ve figured it out by now,” Solon said, deciding to give up. He suspected it was ritual magic, an area he was a rank novice in.

“Incoming monster,” Raven said dully.

“Finally!” Mina’s ears perked up.

“Behind,” Raven clarified.

“Oh, come on!”

“Yes!” Angel bounced on the spot, pulling her hammer out. “Solon, watch this!”

A purple creature rounded the corner. It had 6 legs, each of which ended in long spindly toes that resembled splayed fingers. It had 3 eyes in its head, each of which moved independently, and had a different colour. From the top of its head, a pair of goat-like horns sprouted.

“What a hideous monster,” Mina said.

“Agreed.” Raven loosed an arrow, embedding it in the monster’s red eye. It squealed, then charged forward.

“That’s a Rave Crawler. Don’t let it bite you. It’s highly venomous,” Felimie advised. “Also, its brain’s not in its head. Shooting it there won’t kill it.”

“You heard the woman, body blows it is!” Solon trailed his chains along the floor, managing to trip it before it reached them. This allowed Angel to crush its body with her hammer. Raven buried a few more arrows in its back, to be sure. After a tense moment, they confirmed it was dead.

“I did it! I killed the Crawler Rave!” Angel cheered, jumping happily.

“Rave Crawler,” Felimie corrected.

“Whatever. I did good, right, Solon?” Angel looked at him, looking ready to burst from excitement.

This is new. I kinda like it. “You did very well.” Angel squealed happily.

“I could’ve taken that monster out,” Mina muttered so quietly Solon almost didn’t hear.

Note to self. Praise Mina. I should probably praise Raven too, to be safe.


Chapter 14: Respite

The expedition was taking longer than planned. They needed a break. With no sanctuaries available, it was up to them to set up a safe camp. They ended up picking a small room with only 2 entrances and exits, basically a wide section of hallway. Solon created a series of hidden chains to act as an early warning system. If a monster stepped on a chain trap, he’d sense it. It’d also be very noisy.

Solon decided to take first watch alongside Mina.

“I’m glad it’s us together. I feel like we’ve not had any alone time since we left Flamburg,” Solon said. The pair sat between the entrance ways, their backs to the wall, watching the others sleep. “Except when we had sex.”

“The perils of having a harem,” Mina said teasingly.

“Well, more like the perils of overworking. The upside is more spending money,” Solon said happily. “If this mission goes well, I might even be able to put the deposit down on a house.”

“You want to own a house?” Mina wiggled her ears in a way Solon had learnt meant she was happy.

“The guild dorms aren’t that bad, but it’s time. I need some space,” Solon said, stretching his arms out. “This is bigger than our room.”

“Where are you thinking?”

“That’s something I’m less sure of. We’ve been in Flamburg, waiting for Lex to get better but…”

Mina put an arm around his shoulder, pulling him into a side hug. “That’s why you took this mission, isn’t it?” Solon nodded. “It’s a noble thought… but try not to get your hopes up too high. Even if we do find something, Lilithian magic isn’t-”

“I know. I’m not going to turn him into a demon or anything,” Solon said, taking a shaky breath. “It’s just… I don’t know what else to do. I just assumed he’d get better, eventually. But he hasn’t. It’s been months, and he’s no better. It’s frustrating. I feel so powerless.”

“I know.” Mina rubbed his shoulder. “But try to remember, you’re doing all you can. You can’t save everyone.”

Solon snorted with laughter. When Mina looked at him oddly, he explained, “Lex once said that to me when someone I was trying to heal died.”

Mina didn’t say anything more. They just sat in silence, enjoying the embrace, until Raven and Angel came over for their shift.


Chapter 15: The Final Room

The group progressed through the labyrinth steadily. The Rave Crawler’s venom made them dangerous, but they were solitary monsters. This made them easy to pick off, especially as Raven could hear them coming from a distance.

Raven started to think they’d complete this leg of the mission without any real conflict. Then they reached the area indicated by Felimie’s map.

They were on a balcony overlooking the room of interest. The runes in this room glowed brighter than the rest, bathing its beige walls with multicoloured light. Inside was a Boss, and as if that wasn’t enough, it had regular monsters as underlings.

The underlings looked to be standard Rave Crawlers. They may be solitary under normal conditions, but a Boss monster could often force others to work together.

The Boss was a stronger version of the Rave Crawler. Unlike its mundane variant, its eyes each had a power associated with them. Eye beams that burn through flesh. A gaze that can hypnotise a target, making them feel dazed and confused. The third eye let it move incredibly fast. Even better? Its torso was incredibly tough, too tough to reliably pierce with an arrow.

“The problem is, there’s no way of knowing which eye does what,” Solon summarised. After seeing their future adversary, they had moved back into the tunnels to discuss their plan.

“It’s unknowable,” Felimie said. “Boss’s can develop in many ways. While their powers tend to follow a pattern, minor details often change.”

“So destroy all its eyes,” Raven said, shrugging. “I can snipe it from the balcony.”

“Once it’s aware of your presence, it’ll be much harder to get a clean hit,” Mina pointed out.

“We’ll need a plan for each eye being removed… and for if you miss,” Solon said.

“I don’t miss.”

“I know, I’m just saying if something makes it impossible so-”

“I don’t miss.” Solon raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Okay, well, if its eyes are rock hard.” He looked at Raven, who nodded her ascent. “We need a plan for that.”

“Its eyes are no stronger than any other creatures,” Felimie added unhelpfully. “If anything, due to their large size, they’re actually uniquely fragile.”

“Thanks for that, Felimie,” Solon said sarcastically. Based on her pleasant reaction, Raven suspected she missed the sarcasm.

After a few minutes of planning, their roles were decided. Angel was ordered to stay behind to guard Felimie, leaving her alone was too risky.

The rest moved to the balcony.

Raven scanned the room, finding her prey. Its back was to them, which made taking its eye out awkward. Raven followed it with her eyes, waiting for it to shift to look at her.

It shifted; soon it would…

…

..

.

It was gone! Raven turned, only to realise Mina and Solon were gone too! No, not gone. They were down below, fighting.

What the hell happened? Solon was restraining half a dozen Rave Crawlers at once. Mina was fending off the Boss Rave Crawler with her eyes closed, its teeth threatening to gouge out her neck. It hypnotised me. Fuck.

Its attention was now firmly on Mina, all 3 of its eyes still intact. This allowed Raven to fire an arrow into the top one. Its scream of pain was incredibly satisfying. Got you, you son of a …

…

..

.

Raven regained her focus. It got me again. She searched frantically for the Rave Crawler Boss. The minions were all dead. Mina was down, pinned under it and Solon was riding it. He was using his chains as a makeshift bit, preventing it from killing Mina by a hair. Mina, for her part, was not moving. No doubt she was hypnotised.

It can only get one of us at a time. Raven tried to take another shot, but a sudden ray of fire burnt the string of her bow. It seemed the Boss had other magic after all. “Dick.”

Raven jumped off the balcony, cushioning her fall with wind magic. Wait, that wasn’t smart…

…

..

.

Raven screamed in pain. Her leg hurt. Looking down, she confirmed her fear. Solon was applying healing magic to her broken leg. Mina was beside him, looking concerned. “Good, you’re back.”

“It stopped me from using my magic.” Angel and Felimie had come down from the balcony at some point, and were cleaning up the bodies. Oddly, it looked like Angel had been fighting too. Raven didn’t notice at all.

“Yeah, it did that to me a few times too,” Solon said. “Honestly, I’m not sure what exactly happened in that fight. But we won, that’s what matters.”

“I’m sorry,” Raven said, lowering her head.

“Why are you sorry? You stuck to the plan exactly, except when you jumped off the balcony- I’d never include something so dumb in a plan.” Solon smirked at her.

“I was worried about Mina,” Raven said.

“If you hadn’t done it, it might’ve got me, then it would’ve been game over for Mina. It was a bad decision, but it worked.” Solon shrugged.

Mina lowered her head. “I can only apologise for my failures; if I was stronger, this would not have happened.”

Raven waved her off. “We’re teammates.” Mina looked briefly stunned, then nodded happily.

“This might need a few sessions to ensure it heals fully. The good news is we’ve already reached our goal so you can rest,” Solon said, yawning.

“Can’t you keep going?” Mina asked, crossing her arms.

“Not really. I’m almost out of mana, and I want to have some in reserve in case more monsters spawn,” Solon said.

“How can you be so selfish? Raven’s injured and-”

“Solon’s right. The pain’s mostly gone, but I’m useless right now. I’ve got no bow and can’t run,” Raven said, explaining in detail for Mina’s benefit. Mina grumbled, but didn’t complain.

“Fine. I’ll look after her,” she said at last.

“Thanks. Let me know if the pain gets worse or anything,” Solon yawned again. The effects of mana deprivation were getting to him. Mina didn’t know the symptoms, since she was a ki user. But for Solon to look so pale, he had already pushed himself further than he should have.

Dumbass. Sweet, but a dumbass. “Go rest, Mina’s here.”

“Um, one moment, if I’m to nurse her to health, what exactly will that entail?” As soon as Mina said nurse, Raven pictured the Nekomi in a sexy nurse outfit.

“Don’t let her walk, and generally look after her. She doesn’t need anything special…” Solon looked at Raven, brows furrowed. “Are you sure you’re okay? Your cheeks are red.”

“I’m fine.” Solon got that look he often got when he figured something out, making Raven feel even more embarrassed. He smirked at her, kissing her on the cheek.

“Have fun, doll,” he whispered.

He walked off with a noticeable spring in his step. Dumbass. Why does he always notice this stuff?

“What did he say?” Mina asked.

“Nothing important.” Mina nodded absentmindedly. Fortunately, she never noticed anything.


Chapter 16: The Puzzle

Felimie hummed happily as she worked. There were no more monsters to fight, just a complex series of runes to decipher. Finally, she was in her element.

This room was chosen because of the unusually high ambient mana concentration. The glowing runes were almost as bright as a mage’s magic. They were bright, but inert. The magic they released swirled about and did nothing.

Which in itself was interesting. Usually, even random runes would do something; producing heat or sound. But these runes seemed to be having no interaction with the mana at all, despite clearly glowing with magic power. It shouldn’t be possible.

Felimie scribbled furiously in her notepad as she tried to determine what the runes should do. This section was primarily made up of Ancient Elvish and druidic runes. The key difference between the 2 being that druidic runes tend to move their mana in relation to the earth. Elvish magic runes tend to relate to one or more of the goddesses for their affinity, or, in some rare cases, an ascended elf.

While she didn’t believe in gods, she could see why one might. But if anything, ascended elves proved their lack of existence. Elves of extreme power, magical or otherwise, are thought to become god-like after death, transcending their physical bodies. This supposedly grants them domains like the goddesses, usually stars. Magic does respond to this, allowing runes based on them to work- to varying extents. Felimie believed this to be the subconscious collective casting of millions of believers. Simply put, since so many people believe a rune should work it does. The implications of this were disturbing, but few were willing to research magic from an atheist’s point of view, so her theories had not been explored.

“How’s it going?” Solon asked, suddenly in her eye line.

Felimie yelped, throwing her notepad into the air. Solon grabbed it with a pitying smile. “Sorry, didn’t mean to frighten you. I was just wondering if you wanted to eat anything.”

“Why’d I want to eat?”

“... You missed breakfast and lunch,” Solon said, handing her notepad back to her. Felimie’s stomach suddenly realised it was empty, crying out in protest. She hid behind her notepad, wishing it was bigger when Solon laughed. She hadn’t noticed they had been there for so long.

“... I… I guess I could eat soon. I’m just so close,” Felimie said.

“Close to what?” Solon pulled her notepad down, looking at the equations written on it. “Ah! Runic balancing.”

“You studied runic balancing?” Felimie asked.

“It’s important for healing, otherwise you can upset the patient’s internal mana. Although, practically it’s more common to rely on mana sense than actually balancing their mana in a notepad,” Solon said, scratching his cheek.

Felimie had read about this. Every mage has a natural affinity that defines what magic they’re talented at. When a healer heals them, they will naturally allow this, as they subconsciously realise it’s a helpful process. But if the healer’s mana is too different from the targets, the resulting imbalance can actually make it worse. It’s why many mages, even talented ones, are incapable of being healers. If they either can’t convert their mana, or can’t sense a patient’s natural rune, they risk doing more harm than good.

“Come on, eat something,” Solon grabbed her hand, pulling her over to a fire with a pot hanging over it. Felimie let him lead her stiffly, shocked by the sudden contact.

Raven was waiting by the pot. Solon had finished healing her, but she was on light duty. Mina and Angel stood guard while she managed dinner. She was wearing a black latex maid outfit. She’s so beautiful. I wish I looked like her. Felimie sighed as she looked at her red hands.

“Welcome home, Master. I see you have a guest with you today. Will Miss Felimie be eating as well?” Raven curtseyed.

“That depends on her. Would you like my doll to serve you dinner as well?” Solon asked with a broad smile. It was clear he was in his element.

“I-if I’m a bother, I can eat later.”

Solon rolled his eyes playfully. “You’re not a bother Felimie. Raven’s just playing; you don’t need to treat her like a slave if you don’t want to.”

“No! No, I do want to, it’s just… Do you really want to serve me?” Felimie fidgeted awkwardly in her seat.

“Yes. It’s fun serving sexy women, though I only belong to my master,” Raven said enthusiastically.

“S-sexy, I’m not sexy,” Felimie said, waving her hands. Are they making fun of me?

Raven was staring at her. “Yes. You are.” She handed her a bowl of stew.

“Eh, no… I’m…” Demonkin. “No one would look at me that way.”

Solon was looking at her intensely, too. “Felimie, I want to be super clear here. I find you attractive. Physically.”

Crack.

Felimie yelped as the hot liquid scolded her legs. She jumped up, an apology on her lips. She had broken the bowl. Solon was already reaching out with glowing hands.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, quickly soothing the burn. Raven helped with a cool cloth.

“Um, you don’t need to be so polite,” Felimie said, holding the wet cloth to her burn. It wasn’t very severe, so with Solon’s magic, it was already better. “I know you are trying to be nice, but I know I can’t compete with your haremettes.”

Raven started cleaning up the stew on the floor. Solon paused. “I only date exceptionally beautiful women,” he said with a smug grin. “and you’d fit right in. You’re beautiful, Felimie.”

“No, I’m… how?” Felimie felt stupid asking, but she wanted to know. Solon seemed thrown by her question.

“You have… nice facial features, very symmetrical,” he said, sounding almost medical.

“Your tits are huge,” Raven chimed in from her knees.

Solon glared at Raven. “Raven! What have I told you about commenting on women’s breasts?”

“She asked.” Raven shrugged indifferently, not looking up from her cleaning.

“There are other answers to that question,” Solon said firmly.

“I know. I was going to mention her fat ass next,” Raven said coolly.

“My ass is fat?” Felimie looked at her behind self-consciously.

“Yes.”

“In a good way!” Solon chimed in. He then blushed, glaring at Raven. “See what you made me say?”

“Is there a bad way to have a fat ass?” Raven asked, having finished her cleaning.

Felimie covered her face. “I didn’t think… I always thought my body was off-putting. You really like them. My ass and my… chest.”

Solon looked at her oddly, but recovered smoothly. “You’re ravishing.”

“I’d love to bite them,” Raven said, scaring Felimie slightly. It also aroused her.

No one’s ever wanted me before.

“Raven, I love it when you’re so explicit with me. But not everyone likes it. I think you’re about to give Felimie a heart attack,” Solon said, waving a hand in her direction.

“My apologies,” Raven said, bowing.

Felimie felt her lips spreading into a smile. “No … I appreciate you saying what you said. It made me happy… Both of you.”

Solon looked like he was thinking about something. “Well, as long as everyone’s happy… are you happy to have my doll serve us dinner?”

“I’d love to!”

Felimie took a seat, letting Raven serve her and Solon. Raven gave them their food and cutlery, then kept an eye on their cups, topping them up as needed with a large jug. They didn’t have tables, since they were camping, such things were superfluous, but Raven still made it feel nice. Raven wasn’t eating herself, as she already ate earlier. She was entirely focused on her role as a servant, standing with her hands clasped in front of her when she was not serving.

They stopped talking about her appearance. Felimie was grateful; his and Raven’s compliments had been pleasant, but she wasn’t sure she could handle much more excitement!

“So, before you said you wanted to prove Manaborn aren’t related to demons,” Solon said.

“That’s right.”

“How does that relate to this? Are you expecting Lilith’s grimoire to have the answer?”

“It’s a possibility, but admittedly not a likely one,” Felimie said, watching Raven top up her cup. She had only just finished; the maid sure was dedicated! “But unlikely if I’m right. People rarely write down negatives, after all.”

“So, what are you hoping for?”

“Well, we’re searching for Gorgath’s sealed body. If I have access to that, I may be able to prove an absence of connection,” Felimie said. She had wanted to do this with a demon for a long time, but any living one was naturally far too dangerous. Finding out about Gorgath was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up.

“What if you really are a descendant?” Raven asked. Felimie frowned.

“That is a possibility…” she admitted. “But I’ll worry about that if and when I prove it. For now, I want to continue my research based on my existing hypothesis.”

“That’s sensible,” Solon said. “It’s not like you have any traits unique to demons, after all.”

“Exactly! Lots of monsters and even animals have red skin, mana sight and horns. People just get scared because of our large mana reserves, but that doesn’t make us dangerous.”

“You don’t feel strong,” Raven said.

“I’m not. But I have a lot of mana; most Manaborn do,” Felimie explained.

“I’m surprised you didn’t become a mage then,” Solon said. He finished his water, Raven immediately topped it up. She curtseyed when he thanked her. “Why didn’t you?”

“I’ve never been the fighting type.” Felimie finished her meal.

“Would you like more, madam?” Raven said, holding a ladle. Felimie didn’t respond at first, not realising she was talking to her.

“Oh, me? No, I’m full thanks.” Raven took her bowl, placing it to the side. She bent at the hips when she did; her short skirt meant her thighs were visible. Felimie couldn’t help but take a peek. She wasn’t made of stone! “Thanks for this. I needed a break. But I should get back to work. What should I do with my dishes?”

“Raven does them,” Solon said, handing his slave his bowl. Raven gathered the dishes with a small, content smile. “Thanks, doll.”

“Thanks, Raven,” Felimie muttered. Being a maid looks fun. But I shouldn’t get distracted. I have work to do.

After dinner Felimie went straight back to trying to balance the equation. She tried it 5 different times, checking it thoroughly. Unfortunately, no amount of repetition will change the result of a fixed equation.

“We’re in the wrong room,” she announced, standing up.

Solon looked up from his book. He had been sitting guard by her for the last few hours. “What makes you say that?”

“The runes aren’t doing anything. Well, I thought they were… but they’re just forcing the mana into the floor,” Felimie said, deflating. “Once it’s in there, it won’t do anything except dissipate, eventually. Considering Raven’s tracking spells revealed nothing, I think it’s safe to say this room has no mystery to discover.”

“How mundane.”

“I’ve heard a few rooms around here do the same. I theorised there must be more going on, but it appears I was mistaken.” Felimie put her notebook in her pack.

“Ah, that’s a shame.”

“It’s life. You come up with dozens of theories, and if your lucky 1 is right,” Felimie shrugged.

“On the bright side, we get to explore another room together,” Solon said, as sunny as ever.

“Indeed. You’ve performed admirably, I will ensure your contract is continued,” Felimie said, smiling bashfully. “If you wish it to be, that is.”

“Of course. After all, I love hanging out with beautiful women,” Solon said.

“I’m not -”

“I don’t say things I don’t mean. If I say you’re beautiful, you are beautiful,” Solon said, standing up. Standing next to him, Felimie suddenly felt very small. She liked it. “You need to learn to take a compliment.”

“If that’s what you want…” Felimie turned away, smiling to herself.


Chapter 17: Returning to the surface

Leaving the labyrinth was comparatively easy. Boss monsters spawn much less frequently than normal monsters, so they were able to fight their way out against the standard drones. Without anything organising them, they were no threat to Solon’s team.

So, just 2 days after their descent, they had breached the surface again. Natsu was once again at the entrance, unfortunately.

“Solon, you survived. My prayers to Soleil worked,” he cheered happily. “Does that mean you also saw sense and broke ties with-” Felimie came up the stairs, stretching in the sun. “Well, it’s for the best. Dead magic users turn into ghosts in the labyrinth.”

“No one’s ever proved that,” Felimie said sharply.

“It is written,” Natsu replied, smiling as if he had won.

Felimie frowned. “Yes, it is. Yet hundreds of adventuring parties have never seen a single ghost.”

“Perhaps they need to look harder. Or maybe they are only visible to those with faith,” Natsu said.

“I didn’t see one either,” Solon said.

“You have abandoned your faith,” Natsu said. His voice was sharp, but still friendly and light.

“Uh-huh. Well, we better get going. We’ve got stuff to do,” Solon said. He took a step away before Natsu grabbed him. Solon tensed, but fought the urge to attack him. Natsu released him, realising his mistake.

“My apologies. I just wanted to ask how the mission went,” Natsu said, taking a half step back.

“Why do you care?”

“I don’t. I’m just curious.”

“I see. Well, you’ll have to stay curious then.” With that said, Solon left, returning to the city.

They had only been gone for a couple days yet the city looked completely different. Decorations were everywhere, bright streamers and orb shaped bunting hanging across the streets. False fire even burned on some rooftops.

“How lovely. What event do you think they are celebrating, darling?” Mina asked, looping her arm through Solon’s. Raven looked at them curiously. Raven looped her arm through Solon’s free arm, looking up at him with a bright smile.

“It’s Ancestors day. Elves light lanterns to celebrate the great elves of the past on this day. Traditionally, it was a sizable bonfire on a single night. However, over the years, it morphed into what you see today,” Felimie asked. She was once again in her mask and covering robe. “This isn’t even the main celebration. It doesn’t start properly until tonight.”

“Oh, I completely forgot that the festival is this time of year. I’m glad we didn’t miss it,” Solon said, looking around. “Will you be attending? Perhaps we could go together.”

“I would like to but …”

“But?”

“Traditional attire for this event is very revealing. Considering my appearance…” Felimie drifted off. Solon looked at his girlfriends for help.

“I’ve never attended an elven celebration before. Would you help me find proper attire, Felimie?” Mina asked, understanding Solon’s silent request.

“Um… I suppose I could give advice…”

“Marvellous. We’ll have a girls’ day and get beautiful outfits for the festival. I trust you’ll be joining us, Raven.”

“Ok.” Raven did not get the silent message, but Mina was doing fine by herself.

“What about you Angel?”

“Huh?” Angel pointed at herself. “Yeah, totally I’m in. I’ll make sure you girls don’t get ripped off!”

“Excellent. We’ll be four beautiful ladies hitting the town in our new garments,” Mina announced with finality. Felimie looked like she might protest, but let it pass with a small smile.

“A girls’ day, huh? Guess I’ll have to find something else to do,” Solon said. He suspected Felimie would be more comfortable without him present for this.

***

They arrived at their destination. Septimius’ manor was an incredible building. Contrary to popular belief, the manor was not built by Septimius’ ancestor, or indeed any elf at all. It was an Orcish construction built by the warlord who ruled here before the demon wars.

Warlord Grithle had felt the Elven structures that made up the majority of the city were too fragile -an opinion vindicated when many were destroyed in the demon wars, although he too would fall. As such, he ordered the construction of an impenetrable fortress worthy of his strength. Naturally, he tried to hire Orcish architects, but he failed to find any. So he instead hired the next best thing, Nekomi architects.

He told them to build it in an Orcish style, without ever specifying what he meant by this. The result was a truly unique building. The keep was a giant metal spike that gleamed in the sunlight. When Grithle saw this, he hated it and instead hired a group of human stone masons. They build the single story building that surrounds the keep, with small barred windows with heavy shutters and strong doors. He hated this, too. Finally, he hired an elvish architect, who added an archway and an elegant water feature surrounding the whole thing with a horrendously impractical bridge only big enough for a single man to walk across at any time.

He didn’t like this either, but by this point, he had run out of money. Septimius’ family made various changes, including adding a large gated fence surrounding the complex and gargoyles on the roof of the outer building, but it largely stayed the same. To this day, the great keep still stands, looking perfectly smooth and polished even after hundreds of years. It was an unmistakable symbol of the power of the ruling family of Labity.

Reaching the outer gate, Solon’s group was stopped by a pair of corpulent guards. Or rather, they stopped on their own, waiting awkwardly for them to acknowledge them in some way as they read their books. Mina cleared her throat, making the closest guard jump up. He grabbed his pike, holding it at a strange angle.

“Sir! You stand in the presence of King Septimius the 6ths manor!” He shouted.

“I think you mean the 7th,” Solon chimed in awkwardly. The man turned a shade of red.

“That’s what I said…” he fidgeted awkwardly, looking at the other guard nervously. “What is your business here?” he asked, falling over the words.

“His majesty has requested our presence,” Mina said smoothly. The guard seemed to calm down slightly as he looked at her. “Felimie, show them our letter of invitation, please.”

“Me, oh, yes, I have it… here!” Felimie pulled the letter out of her bag triumphantly. The guard took it, glanced at it and immediately passed it to the other guard. He didn’t even look at it before opening the gate.

It’s a miracle this man doesn’t get robbed every day, Mina thought as they walked through the gates. The bridge was even more rickety than she had heard; it felt like it might collapse under their weight at any moment. But they all made it across and found themselves in King Septimius’ grand estate.

It was impressively big, but noticeably bare and poorly cared for. Mina noticed several pedestals with no statues, and plants growing wildly. When they finally reached the manor itself, it was in a similar state of disrepair. Tiles were missing from the roof. The walls were chipped and damaged. 

It seems the king is having financial difficulties. Interesting, Mina thought. The butler opened the doors with an air of professionalism that his guards had lacked. Evidently, he had anticipated their arrival, opening the doors before they could even knock.

“You must be the Truth seekers,” he said, his voice a deep rumble.

“Not exactly, but we are contracted to work for them,” Solon corrected.

“I apologise for the inaccuracy. I shan’t make the same mistake twice,” the butler said, bowing deeply. “If you would follow me, I will show you to the audience chamber.”

The audience chamber at least was as impressive as one would expect of a king. It was even bigger than Flamburg’s temple hall, with walls covered in great murals and expensive looking art. The support columns were all beautiful statues portraying elves, none of which Mina recognised. A long red carpet went between the parallel rows of pillars, leading to a grand throne that currently sat empty. Above it, a large stained glass window filtered in light in such a way the throne almost appeared to glow. The throne itself was gilded with gold, not a scratch on it.

Septimius arrived quickly, taking a seat on his throne as they approached.

Solon paused before him, then moved to kneel. The rest of the group soon followed. Septimius laughed magnanimously.

“Now, now, you’re not my subjects. I appreciate you all being so polite, but perhaps this isn’t the right atmosphere for our talk. I don’t want things to feel too formal,” he said, standing up again. “Let’s go into the drawing room.”

What a charade. He could’ve easily had them go straight there. The only reason he didn’t was so they’d kneel to him, and he could tell them not to. It was a rather unsubtle way of establishing his dominance over them, without having to explicitly embrace it.

The drawing room was comparatively cosy. It had plush opulent seats, including a sofa Solon sat on. As she sat next to him, Mina noticed the seat’s fabric had been picked at by someone and never repaired.

Felimie sat between the group and Septimius, laying her notebook on the low coffee table. “So, I’ve completed my report. The results indicate that the first room is in fact ordinary, or as ordinary as a labyrinth turned dungeon can be. We found no traces of Lilithian magic, or any indication the runes were doing anything unusual. My full report is here.”

“I see. That is rather disappointing, but nonetheless I appreciate the update,” Septimius said cooly.

“Okay, so I guess we’ll be going then,” Solon said, putting his hands on his knees. Septimius raised his hand.

“The truth is, I had another reason for calling for this meeting,” he began slowly. “I wanted to ask you something, where I was sure we would not be overheard.” He leaned back in his chair, accepting a drink from his butler without a word. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the Deji’s presence by now. Tell me, how do you feel about them?”

Solon looked at Mina, a rare look of uncertainty on his features. “They appear to maintain order well.”

“True enough. But the way they achieve it, it’s rather… Draconian, don’t you think?”

Felimie tensed in her seat. “Yes,” Solon said.

“The truth is the Deji have far too much power. They’re supposed to be peacekeepers, and monster hunters, but slowly they’ve increased their power until it spread to almost every part of our lives here. I’m sorry to say, that’s largely the fault of my late father.”

“You’re the king; can't you get rid of them?” Raven asked. Septimius laughed mirthlessly.

“If it were only so simple, my dear. Regrettably, the Deji’s military outnumbers mine almost 3 to 1, and with the public’s support…” Septimius scowled. “Likely, if I tried to remove them, it would be I who was driven out of town.”

“Why are you telling us this?” Mina asked. It was useful to know the political situation, but she didn’t want to get involved in a power struggle.

“I wanted to warn you. The Deji likely already knows what we’re up to. They have spies everywhere, even in the Truth seekers. Be careful who you trust. While I will aid you if required, it would be best if it wasn’t. We don’t want to risk jeopardising our mission.”

“We appreciate the warning,” Solon said. “Is there anything else?”

“That is all. Please keep me informed of any further developments,” Septimius said. He clapped his hands, and the butler came in carrying a multistorey tray with snacks on it. “Would you care for something to eat? After your ordeal, I imagine a break would be appreciated.”

Solon took a small sandwich, eating it gratefully. “This is really good.”

“I’ll inform the chef of your compliments,” the butler said. Septimius took some food as well. Raven and Felimie followed suit. Mina didn’t really want to eat, she wanted to get home and have a bath. But since everyone else was, she ate as well.

“Can I ask a question?” Mina asked. Septimius nodded his ascent. “Why are you so interested in this mission?”

“Do I need a reason? Is increasing the world’s collective knowledge of magic not enough?” He smiled a perfect politician’s smile; it almost looked genuine.

“So you’re a Truth seeker?”

“In a manner of speaking. It would be uncouth of me to publicly align myself with such a … contentious group, but I give my support where I’m able.” He sipped his drink. “It was actually I who recommended that Xalon hire adventurers.”

“I thought it was Lord Flam,” Solon said, nibbling a sandwich.

“His assistant recommended your guild. A wonderful woman.” Septimius’ eyes narrowed. “Very cunning.”

“I didn’t know Sapphire was involved,” Angel said. She didn’t seem pleased.

“My apologies, who is Sapphire?” Septimius asked.

“Sapphire Shining. She’s Lord Flam’s assistant,” Angel said, frowning slightly. “It’s not surprising she would pick us. She’s always trying to get involved with my work.”

“I see. I didn’t realise you were so well connected,” Septimius said.

The butler came in, whispering something into Septimius’s ear. “Is that so? Prepare the parlour for his lordship. Come get me when he arrives.”

Another lord is here? Is it Lord Flam?

“Sorry about that.” Septimius leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “Now, tell me about the dungeon dive,” Septimius ordered, although he tried to make it sound like a request.

“It’s all in the report,” Felimie said gently.

“Not about the magic research, although I am interested in that. I want to hear about your adventure!”

Ah, so he’s one of those nobles. Mina had met several such nobles. Despite their power, they never get to do anything dangerous for fear of them dying. Because of this, they love hearing about adventurers taking on missions, gushing endlessly as they live vicariously through their stories.

Solon must’ve noticed this as well. He took great joy in telling the story, exaggerating key moments to increase the drama of the fight and the mysteriousness of the labyrinth.

“And with that, the Boss was slain,” Solon concluded. Septimius was literally on the edge of his seat.

“Bravo! Magnificent, truly a grand tale. I see we were right to hire such a skilled group,” Septimius said, clapping excitedly. His butler came in, whispering something into his ear. “I see.” He stood up. “I’m sorry, chaps, but I must be off. Another matter is calling for my attention. Clavador will see you out.”

The butler, Clavador, straightened up as Septimius left. Everyone in the room stood when he did, then watched him leave. “Feel free to finish what you’re eating. His majesty would not wish for his guests to leave hungry.”

Despite the offer, they didn’t eat much more. So, only a few minutes later, the adventurers were making their way out of the house, back towards the bridge. They left through a smaller exit, taking them through the flower gardens.

Mina noticed a life-sized statue of Demon General Gorgath nestled within the plants. At over 10 feet tall, and gleaming with a metallic shine, it was rather intimidating, even if it was just a statue. Its bulbous muscles and sharp teeth promised pain. Its eyes, frozen in steel, seemed to somehow follow her as she passed it.

What a ghastly decoration. Mina sped up, keeping pace with her companions, who didn’t seem to notice the hideous statue.

“Do you sense that?” Raven asked, tugging on Mina’s sleeve. Raven pointed at the statue.

“It feels like the sample Septimius gave me.”

“It must be another artifact. It’s unsurprising he would have more,” Mina said.

Raven frowned. “I guess.”


Chapter 18: Shopping with the Girls

Felimie had never considered shopping a recreational activity before. It was purely a functional task. One went out, obtained what they needed and returned home. She never lingered, nor did she haggle - she did not wish to risk the ire of the shopkeepers. She didn’t even try clothes on. If they didn’t fit, she would merely adjust them herself. She was a competent sewist, if not an expert.

Mina, Angel and Raven had very different views.

“Shopping is a battle between you and the vendor. And like a battle, you need to have a solid strategy before going in,” Angel said, sounding remarkably like Solon.

“Don’t listen to her. Shopping is a fun activity, yes, you should haggle, but don’t worry too much about the cost of what you purchase,” Mina said. She waved her hand in the air. “What’s important is that you find a beautiful garment to wear. One that shows the true you.”

“Buy something slutty,” Raven said.

Felimie didn’t know whose advice she found most concerning. The idea of haggling was terrifying, but she certainly didn’t want to wear something slutty. People would be shocked if they saw me.

“Raven, there’s more to style than eroticism,” Mina chided. “You need to consider what suits your body type and colouring.”

“Slutty suits everyone,” Raven said.

“I mean, she’s not wrong,” Angel said, suppressing a laugh. “But it’s also fun to add some drama. Do you like wearing spikes, Felimie?”

“Um, I’ve never worn them before…”

“Oh really! Then we need to get you at least one spiky outfit.” Angel pointed to a store filled with spiked clothes.

“No, it should be slutty.” Raven pointed to what Felimie could only guess was a lingerie store.

“Ladies,” Mina said. “I think we’re forgetting the most important thing, which is that Felimie likes her new outfit and feels comfortable wearing it.”

“Ah, sorry! I can get a bit carried away sometimes,” Angel said, tapping the side of her head with her fist while making a goofy expression. “Oooh! I know, why don’t we each get her an outfit and she can pick her favourite?”

Raven nodded. “I’m in.”

Mina sighed, giving Felimie a considering look. “Would that be something you would be interested in?”

Felimie blushed as she imagined herself being dressed up like a doll by the 3 women. Especially given Raven’s fashion notes, it seemed risky. But despite this, she found herself feeling strangely excited. She had never participated in the ritual of a makeover with another woman and had always felt envious reading about it in her books. “If… if you don’t mind doing it with me?”

They ended up in a store called Labity Fashion Queens. Despite its lofty title, it seemed a fairly normal store. It had dozens of mannequins and mirrors lining the walls, showing all sorts of fashions and styles.

Each woman had gone off, searching for an outfit, leaving Felimie alone, but only briefly. Raven was the first to return, looking perfectly calm with a box under her arm.

“What did you get?” Felimie tried to divine its contents, but the beige cardboard gave nothing away.

“Clothes,” Raven replied, making Felimie feel silly for asking.

Ugh, it’s so hard talking to normal people.

Angel returned shortly after, grinning from ear to ear. “You’re going to love this! It’s so badass.”

“Oh… good,” Felimie said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

Badass is good I guess.

Finally, Mina returned, looking subtly pleased with herself. “I have my suggestion. Now, who shall go first?”

***

Angel went first, her sheer enthusiasm preventing any further discussion. She shoved Felimie into the dressing room with the clothes. “Let me know if you need any help with the straps; they can be tricky!”

“You got her a strap-on?” Raven asked, sounding no more surprised than if Angel gave her a crop top.

“Hahaha, no! It’s just got straps for fashion and stuff.” Angel giggled wildly. “That’s too much of a fashion statement, even for me.”

“Indeed. Wearing something like that would be most inappropriate.” Mina shook her head.

Angel hummed, putting a finger to her lips. “I dunno, it’s not like I’d never wear a strap-on.” She winked playfully with a huge grin. “For the right woman.”

Mina frowned at her. Angel was about to ask why when Felimie spoke. “I-I don’t think this outfit will work.”

“Does it not fit?” Mina asked.

“No. It fits, it’s just… I don’t think I have the right body for this,” Felimie said.

“Can you show us?” Angel asked, wanting to see her choice.

“I-will you laugh?”

“Of course we won’t,” Angel said.

“Never,” Mina said.

“Probably not,” Raven said. Angel narrowed her eyes at her. “I can’t predict the future.”

“I’m… I’m coming out.” Felimie opened the curtain. She was in a black latex dress with a corset top. It had shoulder spikes that looked beautifully dangerous. The strings were tied a little poorly, which was probably why it hugged her unevenly. Then again, even if they weren’t, her breasts were still much too big to ever fit into that dress. The fabric looked seconds away from bursting.

“You look fantastic,” Raven said, rather unsubtly staring at her chest.

Felimie tried to adjust the dress, but didn’t make it fit any better. “Um, I’m not very comfortable. Is there a larger size?”

“Sorry, they only had that 1. I hoped we’d get lucky, but guess not,” Angel said. It was actually in the largest size they had, but for obvious reasons Angel wasn’t going to say that. “I guess you’ll have to wear something else.”

“Mine,” Raven said, shoving the box into her hands.

“Ok. I’ll go change,” Felimie said, disappearing again. A second later, she spoke again. “Um, is there more?”

“No,” Raven said, the faintest whiff of a smile on her face.

“Oh… ok.” Angel heard shuffling in the changing room.

“What did you get her?” Angel asked, grinning widely.

“Something I would wear,” Raven said.

“That leaves a lot of room for interpretation.” Mina pursed her lips, looking half nervous and half excited. “I trust it’s nothing too… exhibiting.”

“I don’t think so.” Mina did not look convinced. They didn’t have long to wonder, however, as Felimie opened the curtain.

Raven’s choice was a red pair of booty shorts and matching tie front blouse. She had paired it with white stockings and gloves. Once again, Felimie’s assets were threatening to overwhelm the clothes, although less severely this time.

“W-what do you think?” Felimie clearly wasn’t used to showing so much skin. She fidgeted awkwardly, constantly moving to cover herself, then stopping.

“You look hot,” Raven said flatly. Felimie smiled, looking at herself in the mirror.

“Really?” She put a hand on her hip, posing.

“You do look wonderful. However, I can’t help but think the red isn’t ideal,” Mina said, moving to get a closer look.

“... Because of my skin.” Felimie’s excitement left her like air out of a balloon.

“In a way. The issue isn’t that your skin is red, so much that it’s a different shade of red, making it almost match,” Mina said quickly, noticing her mistake.

“Yeah. Like, if it was closer to your skin colour or less close, it’d be fine. It’s like the exact wrong shade,” Angel agreed. “Maybe we could find a different colour.”

Felimie frowned at herself in the mirror. “Maybe…”

“Let’s worry about that later. For now, I’d like her to try on my suggestion,” Mina said, handing over the garment. Felimie took it slowly, disappearing into the dressing room.

“Yellow would be perfect,” Angel said, deliberately loud enough to be heard. Mina looked rather smug.

Raven hummed. “I saw a yellow.”

“I’m ready,” Felimie said, leaving with the most confidence she had shown yet. Angel could immediately see why.

“You look good,” Angel said. “Give us a spin!”

Felimie did, spinning happily for her onlookers. “... Mina wins,” Raven said, crossing her arms.

“Yep, no denying that,” Angel said, giggling.

Mina stood a little straighter. “What can I say? Fashion is in my blood.”


Chapter 19: Hayley

Finding a gift for Shinsui was always hard. The old man always said he liked anything as long as it was from one of “his wonderful students”.

This was not true.

Shinsui didn’t like food or drinks, nor did he enjoy being given clothing or Nik Naks. He hated being given swords (the one time Solon foolishly gave him one he left without a word. Solon never saw him use the sword even once).

So Solon wandered the markets, searching desperately for something that the picky sword dancer would like. So far, he had brought a magazine on grape farming.

What was I thinking? Damn salesman tricked me. Solon kept the grape magazine anyway, just in case. Maybe it’ll be useful someday.

Then he saw it. The perfect shop. There was one thing Shinsui consistently liked: art. Specifically paintings of legendary monsters. A seller was in town, with dozens of paintings.

Solon rushed over, browsing through the mini maze that was her store. The caveat to the rule about loving art depicting monsters was that Shinsui didn’t want any doubles. Each monster had to be new, and clearly named (so he could verify that the image was authentic. If it wasn’t, he didn’t like it).

Most of the paintings were of fairly common monsters, but Solon did spy a few rarer ones (which Shinsui regrettably already owned). “Hey, you got a picture of, like, a kaiju or something?”

“Kaiju don’t exist, dumbass,” the artist said, currently painting a Devil Fish. She was a blonde woman with harsh features and crow’s feet.

“Well, aren’t you just lovely?” Solon muttered. He was tempted to leave, but after 2 hours of searching, he suspected this was his best bet. “I didn’t ask if they exist or not; I asked if you painted any of them.”

“I only paint real monsters. No myths.”

“I saw a painting of a Gorgon back there.” Solon gestured over his shoulders.

“They’re extinct, but they’re still real,” she replied sharply.

“How can you know they’re real if they’re extinct?”

“Because I’m the reason that they’re extinct. Now stop yapping. Either buy something or leave; I’m trying to make something special here.”

Damn, this woman’s a pain in the ass. Solon sighed, continuing his browsing. He made a mental note to check if Gorgon’s really were extinct. He hoped she was wrong.

Her paintings were all in boxes, with no rhyme or reason to their order. Paintings of goblins would be with minotaurs and then Unmas himself. Solon decided not to point out that some considered Unmas to be a myth, since he himself did believe in Unmas literally.

“Hey, art bitch, this picture of a hydra only has 2 heads; what gives?”

Oh Gai’s pits. Maybe I can sneak out. Solon knew that voice. Over the years, Solon had met a lot of people. Some were evil, some were good, and some were just plain annoying. The owner of this voice was, in Solon’s opinion, the most annoying person in the world.

“Hydra only have 2 heads if you’re not dumb,” the artist replied. “Buy it or don’t. I don’t give a shit.”

Casually, he made his way out of the artist’s den. He made sure not to look back, hoping to avoid being noticed. “Solon, is that you?” Solon kept walking, not reacting at all to his own name.

She rapidly overtook him, her body glowing faintly. “It is you. Ha! I guess that whole becoming an adventurer thing didn’t work out then? Not that I’m surprised; a weakling like you could never hope to find a team.”

The rude woman was Hayley. Hayley was a short blonde human with a lithe build. She dressed in a classic “witch style”, wearing a large purple robe with a big floppy witch’s hat. She somehow gave the impression she was looking down on Solon, despite needing to crane her neck back to meet his eyeline.

“Hello, Hayley. Are you here shopping for a gift for master Shinsui?” Solon asked, brushing past the first insult.

“The old fart said he wanted a new painting.” Hayley rolled her eyes. “I’m amazed he has any space left to hang them all.”

“Have you found anything good?”

“Good? Ha, this artist’s works pale compared to the artists I’m used to,” Hayley said haughtily. Solon noticed the artist glare at her behind her back. He knew she wanted him to ask what artists she had been rubbing shoulders with, so he didn’t.

“That’s cool. Well, maybe I’ll look elsewhere too,” Solon said, shrugging. “See you later.”

“Oy!” Hayley blitzed into his path. “Since we’re both getting Shinsui a gift, we should shop together.”

“Hmm, I’ll just get him chocolate and you can get him art,” Solon said.

“Shinsui hates chocolate, dumbass.” Hayley poked his forehead. Solon batted her hand away irritably. “Come with me. I’ll make sure you get him a proper gift.”

***

Hayley walked through the market with purpose, as if looking for something specific. Labity market was notoriously disorganised, with fishmongers next to book stores next to hiking equipment stores. Trying to find anything specific was nearly impossible.

However, Hayley must’ve had a plan, because soon enough they arrived at an expensive-looking art dealer. A woman in a suit handed them each a warm drink when they arrived. Solon found it surprisingly refreshing.

Looking around the dealership, Solon was confused to see very few pieces on display. Hayley smirked at him. “This isn’t a gallery. You tell them your interests, then they show you what they have that matches that interest one by one.”

“Sounds inefficient,” Solon said, trying to work out how long he’d be there for. At least this drink is nice. I wonder what’s in it?

“It’s how the nobles shop for art. Of course it’s inefficient!” Solon actually laughed at that.

5 minutes later, they had explained to the vendor what they wanted. She had a number of pieces prepared, putting them on a small table in front of them. Solon decided not to point out that Hayley’s description had been wrong.

Solon choked when he saw the price. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Hayley looked at him with a faux-innocent grin. “Whatever is the matter?”

“10,000 pieces? For a painting?” Solon waved his arms dramatically. “I’m leaving. This is ridiculous.”

“As you wish, sir,” the vendor replied, making no attempt to stop him. It seemed she lost all interest in him once she realised he had no money.

Hayley grabbed his arm. “Oh, come now, Solon. Stay.”

“There’s nothing you can say that’ll make me stay. No one needs a painting that’s this expensive. It’s stupid. The mere concept offends me.”

“I’ll pay for it and you can put your name on it.”

Solon sat down. “Can I get another drink? And try to find a more unusual monster, something sea born ideally.”


Chapter 20: King’s Mage

“Alright, fine. I’ll ask. How in the light of Soleil’s rays can you afford this?” Solon asked as they walked towards Shinsui’s home. The painting was tucked under his arm. His agreeing to carry it represented his full contribution to the gift.

“Oh, haven’t you heard?” Hayley asked, her voice dripping with self-satisfaction.

“Obviously not. Did you discover you’re the secret child of a count or something?” Hayley was an orphan, the same as Solon. Shinsui had already been training her for years when Solon turned up, helping her learn to control her magic. Although, unlike Solon, her magic was very rare and impressive. He had never been able to catch up to her, and he doubted that the few months he had been gone had changed that. The gap between them was insurmountable.

“Nope. I’m-”

“Is that my students I hear?” Shinsui called, already sprinting towards them. That was all the warning Solon got before he was scooped up, along with Hayley, in a tight bear hug.

“My students are finally back. Both of you have returned home!” Shinsui spun them around.

“I was here a few days ago,” Solon muttered, waiting to be put down.

“Yes, but it’s been so long since you were both home!” He dropped them. “Is that a present I see?”

Solon looked at Hayley nervously as he pulled out the painting, displaying it to their master. “Ah! A boobrie in its bird-like form. Although it’s not near water, how strange?” He said, not missing a beat. “I know just where to hang this.”

He took the picture, looking practically giddy as he rushed back to his home. Hayley turned to Solon. “... I guess we should follow him.”

“I guess,” Solon said, sighing as he walked towards the house. They found him in the conservatory, moving about a dozen pictures, as he tried to make a perfect spot for the new painting. The chaotic order always baffled Solon, but he knew better than to try to help.

“A boobrie infestation can wipe out a farmer’s entire livestock in days,” Shinsui said without looking back. “Nasty beasts. But they can be hunted if you have a plan to deal with their various forms. The bug form is actually the hardest: it’s too quick to hit.”

Solon took a seat in the chair, watching Shinsui arrange and rearrange his paintings. Hayley sat on the armrest, giving him an amused look. Shinsui lectured them on boobries the entire time he was working, falling back into his role as their teacher without hesitation. When he was finally done, he stepped back with a smile.

“There. What do you think?”

Solon had once told Shinsui one of his paintings was off centre. This resulted in him spending the entire weekend rearranging the entire room to fix the issue. Since then, he and Hayley always had the same answer. “It looks wonderful.”

“Masterfully decorated,” Hayley said.

“Thanks. Now wait there, I’ll heat up some water for tea,” Shinsui said, rushing into the kitchen. He came back a moment later, grinning widely. “I noticed you 2 arrived together. You weren’t on a date, were you?”

Solon rolled his eyes at the obvious attempt at teasing. Years ago, he and Hayley had fallen for a similar joke and got embarrassed once. Once. Shinsui still made the joke every chance he could get.

“We ran into each other in town looking for the perfect gift for you,” Hayley explained tonelessly.

“Ah, such wonderful students. Always getting me beautiful gifts,” Shinsui cooed, holding his cheek. “Of course, I’d be happy with anything. But this gift is particularly lovely.”

Hayley looked at Solon blandly. Neither of them believed that, but there was no point in disagreeing with him.

“Will you be staying in town long this time, Hayley?” Shinsui said, taking a seat and picking up his tea.

“A couple weeks at least.”

“Ah, that fills my heart with joy. You could stay here if you like, your old room’s still empty,” Shinsui said. He got up, returning shortly after with 3 teas and sitting down.

“That’d be wonderful,” Hayley said, picking up her own and taking a long sip. “Are you staying here too, Solon?”

“No. I’m staying with the Truth seekers,” Solon said offhandedly. Hayley coughed, sputtering.

“Wrong hole,” she muttered, taking another drink. “You’re staying with the Truth seekers? Why?”

“It’s just a job,” Solon replied vaguely. Hayley looked at him seriously.

“You should quit the job,” she said with finality.

“Why? They’ve been model employers so far,” Solon said.

“And it means you’re both in town together,” Shinsui said. “It’s been so long since both my students were together.”

Hayley put her tea down. “They’re the reason I’m here. I received orders to investigate them, to check they’re not doing anything they shouldn’t be.”

“Orders from who?”

“The king.”

“... Septimius?”

“No, the king. King John,” Hayley said.

Solon was surprised, to put it mildly. King John was the king of all of Nexus. Solon had never seen him, but everyone in the country knew who their king was. King John had hundreds of mages in his employ, but very few received his direct orders. For Hayley to be working with him so closely, she must have distinguished herself already. No easy feat, especially factoring in her age. Hayley had always been ambitious, saying she would become a great mage. Solon never doubted her, but he didn’t think it would happen so fast. She wasn’t even 25 years old!

That’s talent for you. Hayley’s magic was rare and powerful. This meant she always had an easier time than Solon. Once upon a time, he had thought that he could close the gap with hard work, but that didn’t work for one simple reason. Hayley worked hard, too. Every day he spent training, she would train just as hard. In the end, he had to accept he simply wouldn’t overtake her. Even so, seeing her pull so far ahead of him was still sobering. Solon noticed Shinsui didn’t seem surprised by this at all. Did he already know, or did he just expect that this would happen, eventually?

“He heard the Truth seekers were poking their noses into places they shouldn’t be. If that’s true, I’m supposed to stop them.” Hayley punched her own hand.

“King John has no direct authority here,” Solon pointed out. “If he’s seen to be interfering with local matters, it could cause a political mess.”

“He can’t send his military. But I’m a single mage investigating potential international criminal activity; that’s very different,” Hayley said, clearly having prepared the answer.

“I wonder if Septimius would agree,” Solon said dryly.

“What he thinks doesn’t matter. He doesn’t have the strength to stop King John, so it doesn’t matter,” Hayley said.

“She’s not wrong,” Shinsui said, his voice distant. “Septimius doesn’t even have the troops to maintain control of the city without the Deji. He can hardly afford to alienate his allies, especially when he has so few.”

“So you think he’ll just accept a spy from King John without any complaints?”

“Well, he might complain if he notices what I’m up to too soon.” Hayley narrowed her eyes. “But no one knows except us. And you won’t give away my secret, will you, Solon?”

“I…” Solon sipped his tea. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I’m trying to help you, dumbass,” Hayley said, taking a long sip. “If you get caught up in this, it could be bad. Really bad. Why take the risk?”

“I have my reasons,” Solon said cryptically. Hayley’s left eye twitched.

“Fine. Be an idiot. Don’t come crying to me when this all blows up in your stupid moronic face!” Hayley put her tea down firmly, the cup making a thud as it hit the table.

She hasn’t changed at all.

Shinsui raised his hands in a calming gesture. “Now, now, calm down you 2. Hayley, I know you’re worried about Solon-”

“I’m not worried. I’m annoyed,” Hayley spat.

“-but he’s an adult and he can make his own decisions. I know he wouldn’t do something risky for no reason at all. If he’s doing this, he must believe the risk is worth it. Isn’t that right, Solon?”

“Um… yes, it’s a little complicated but-” Shinsui raised his hand, cutting him off.

“You don’t need to justify yourself to me. You’re your own man, and you can make your own decisions.” He put his hand down with a Zen smile. “Although, if you do wish to speak, I’m always available.”

Solon breathed out, feeling calmer than he had in a long time. “Thank you.”

“And Hayley, while you obviously have no obligation to do so, I’d appreciate it if you’d ensure Solon didn’t end up in trouble with King John.”

“I can’t control how he reacts if he hears about it some other way. And it’s not just King John, there’s the Deji and Septimius too.” Hayley grunted, turning her head away from Shinsui and Solon.

“That’s true. And I’d never ask you to do anything beyond what I believe you could handle,” Shinsui said smoothly. “But if you’re able to look out for Solon, I’d consider it a personal favour.”

Hayley stayed silent for a long time, not looking at either of them. Solon imagined she was cussing him out internally. Hayley had worked hard to rise through the ranks; becoming a direct subordinate of the king was a big achievement, especially at such a young age. Potentially sabotaging that wasn’t something Solon wanted to do, but he had already made his decision. He wouldn’t turn back.

“Whatever,” she said at last. Shinsui smiled, accepting this for what it was: agreement. Solon wasn’t surprised; Shinsui could always calm her down. Solon had tried to replicate this feat once, but it did not go well. Although on the plus side, he learnt several new synonyms for idiot.

Solon picked up his tea and took a sip; it was cold. He had forgotten all about it. Gobdaw.


Chapter 21: The Festival

It was finally time for the festival. A small sandy clearing had been transformed with a massive stage, and dozens of pop up stalls had been erected filled with games, exotic foods and drinks. Lanterns were hung from wires between the stalls, small candles lighting them up. Solon felt it was a bad idea to not use magical lighting, especially as the lanterns appeared to be made of paper, but the festival had run for years; he assumed they knew what they were doing.

For the festival, many women (and a fair few men) had dressed in particularly revealing attire. For some, this meant wearing dresses made of sequins for others; it meant walking around in nothing but a thong and body paint, proudly bearing themselves to the world. Others still were completely naked, being led around on leashes by their masters.

Solon was glad Shinsui still had his old clothes on hand. He’d have felt silly in his armour. Although his old mage’s robe barely felt any better.

“Solon, over here!” Angel called out, jumping up and down and waving furiously. She was wearing a corset with gemstones around the rim, and a short red skirt. She paired this with fishnets and gothic boots with far more buckles than was practical. Rushing over, she twirled around happily, making her skirt go up a little. Solon politely looked away, but when he turned back, Angel was frowning at him.

“Um-”

“When a girl twirls, you’re supposed to be mesmerised,” Angel said, glaring. Solon almost apologised when she started giggling.

“Should I twirl, Master?” Raven asked, materialising at his side. Solon smirked at her.

“Go ahead, let’s see the full package,” he drawled. Raven spun on one foot like a ballerina. Fitting considering her outfit was a red cheeky leotard and her adjustable high heels, currently set to 4 inches. “Look, Angel showed me how to do make-up.” Her lips were the same shade as her dress, and she was wearing deep blue eyeshadow. “Did I do well, Master?”

Solon pulled her into a kiss, which Raven eagerly returned. He squeezed her exposed cheeks as they made out. When he broke the kiss, he looked deep into her eyes. “You look so good that I’m tempted to take you right here and now.”

Raven blushed like a virgin, practically melting from the praise. “... Thanks.”

Mina cleared her throat, trying to look disinterested. “You look beautiful too, of course, Mina.” She didn’t seem satisfied by the simple praise. Solon decided to take a small risk. “Spin for me too, darling.”

Mina’s eyes lit up, and she quickly complied. Mina’s outfit was a more traditional green dress with a plunging neckline that drew his attention unavoidably down to her chest. It reached her ankles, where small kitten heels graced her feet. “You look perfect.”

“Um, this outfit needs a necklace. Maybe you could make a chain around my neck?” Mina said, shifting awkwardly. Solon complied silently, making it looser than usual, so it hung down her chest a little. He also added a heart-shaped padlock, binding it together.

“You’re right. Now it’s perfect.” He pecked her on the cheek, the simple act enough to make her blush. Or maybe it was because she saw the padlock?

“Thank you… Ma-Solon,” she corrected quickly. Solon raised a brow, but let it pass.

“Where’s Felimie? I thought she was coming with you guys?” Solon said, looking around casually.

“She’ll be arriving a little later. She needed to pop back to her dorm to drop off some stuff.” Angel bounced excitedly. Her grin made Solon curious, but he fought the urge to pry.

“Do not concern yourself, darling. For now, let’s just enjoy the festivities,” Mina said. She looped her arm around Solon’s, pulling him forward.

They approached the first stall, where bottles had been stacked in a pyramid with balls on the counter. A large sign said any use of magic would be considered cheating, regardless of if it helped or not. The teller was an overweight man who was reading a book, clearly disinterested.

“Oh, we used to have this game back home,” Mina said, grinning. “I used to love playing when I was young.”

“Win me that, Townie,” Raven said, pointing at a large stuffed dragon.

“Okay, sure.” Solon put some coins on the table, which the teller quickly took. “Prepare to be amazed.” He hit the bottles, but they barely even wobbled. “What the hell’s with these balls? That was like throwing a sheet of paper.”

The teller pointed to a “no refunds” sign. Solon frowned. He was severely tempted to use magic to increase the ball’s weight by coating it with metal, but he doubted he’d get away with it. 2 balls later, he hadn’t even knocked off a single bottle.

“Sorry, Raven,” Solon said, sighing.

“It’s okay,” Raven said. She scowled at the teller. “Cheater.”

He just pointed to the sign again. Mina looked thoughtful, then picked up the balls. She threw them in the air a couple times, catching them, adjusting to their weight. “I would like to purchase a round.”

The teller put his hand out silently. “Mina, are you sure this is a good idea?” Solon asked. Mina dropped some coins into the teller’s hand.

“I am.” She reared her hand back, then threw the ball so hard it made a sound as it whooshed through the air. The pyramid came crashing down, the bottles scattered by the force.

“You’re cheating,” the teller said, finally breaking the silence.

“I’m not using magic,” Mina said, her voice sickeningly sweet. “The rules say no magic, but they never mention ki.” The teller’s face went red. “Now, I believe I’m owed a prize of some sort.”

He sneered. “Why on Gaia would I give you anything?”

“Because if you don’t, we’ll tell everyone here you refused to honour the rules of the game,” Solon said, feeling immense schadenfreude. “Tell me, is a single stuffed bear really worth that much to you?”

The teller spat, then grabbed a small bear. “I’ll take the largest one,” Mina corrected.

“That’s only if you knock down 3 of ‘em.” Mina knocked down 2 more in quick succession. “... Whatever.”

Mina took the bear. “And there we have it. Enjoy your new prize, Raven.”

Raven took the oversized bear with an amused look. Solon suspected she would be happier with a smaller one, but she didn’t comment for fear of undoing Mina’s achievement. “... Thanks.”

Mina nodded, then walked off with her head held high. The group followed her. “Shall we play another game?”

“And risk getting hustled again?” Angel said, laughing.

“Not all the games are for prizes,” Solon pointed out.

“Then what’s the point?” Raven asked, the bear now slung over her shoulder.

“To compete and show off,” Angel said. Angel gave a pointed look at a woman wearing only body paint and a smile. “That’s basically the whole point of this festival.”

“... Cool,” Raven said, her eyes following the naked woman.


Chapter 22: The Royal Touch

As the King of Labity, it was Septimius’s honour and privilege to host the festival every year. It was truly his favourite day of the year. He told people this was because of the great cultural significance of the event and his pride in the history of his ancestors. This wasn’t untrue, but in truth, that wasn’t what really mattered to him.

The reason he loved the festival was economic first and foremost. Not only did the festival bring in merchants and tourists willing to spend money, meaning he made a killing from taxes. But more importantly, some of those tourists were nobles from the surrounding kingdoms or powerful adventurers. His father had made sure to emphasise to him from a young age just how important this event was for networking.

Septimius was currently sitting on a stage in his deep purple formal robes, his family crest sparkling on his chest. His crown was heavy, and he hated wearing it at such a busy location. The risk of a thief was high, even with all his guards and the Deji.

He would prefer the Deji weren’t in attendance; their presence was a constant reminder of his lack of authority in his own kingdom. But he wasn’t foolish enough to believe that his poultry guard could ever hope to maintain control of such a large event. The Deji barely managed, but at least with them around, if someone did get robbed or attacked, they would complain to them instead of to Septimius.

So he sat at the head of the royal table, pretending to be happy that Lady Cyra, the leader of the Deji, was sitting beside him. Lady Cyra wasn’t a true lady, in that she held no noble blood. Rather, it was a title the Deji made up for their female leaders. Septimius was always irritated at the false claims to nobility, but it wasn’t worth kicking up a fuss over such a minor issue. A lady is still subservient to a king.

On his other side was a guest he was actually happy to see. Lord Flam was an old friend. They studied together as mages at the university of Locus. Lord Flam had always been lazy and inept at magic, but since his city was so rich, Septimius had to suck up to him. Septimius hated having to put on the act, pretending the other man was in any way his equal when he was a boorish fool. But now their relationship was reversed. Septimius’s lands may not be fully in his control, but he was in a far superior position to Lord Flam.

He had everything, but he was too weak to protect it from a few tree-huggers. Lord Flam was down, but he wasn’t out. He was still a useful ally to have, because he had something Septimius needed, the key to finally freeing Septimius of the blight of the Deji. He had a man capable of controlling a demon, or at least, so he claimed. He had been sketchy on the details-understandably so. If word got out that he was using Lilithian magic, he could be hung, or worse. King John wasn’t the sort of man to show mercy to those he thought were conspiring against him, a trait of his that Septimius both feared and admired. He himself acted the same way.

The group was watching a performance by a gymnastics troupe. A contortionist had bent herself so her legs went backwards, then over her head; it was a strange sight. He would never understand why some men found such things appealing. Lord Flam failed to hide his naked interest in the woman. It appeared that the rumours of him becoming more serious were not entirely true.

Eventually, the performance came to an end. The troupe’s members all looked to Septimius expectantly. When the festival first started, it was a tradition that any performer that was not up to the dignity of the event be swiftly killed as punishment. This was, obviously, barbaric and had not been done since Septimius IV, but the tradition of getting royal approval still remained. The crowd waited with bated breath. For some reason, people always seemed to act like he might actually give the signal of disapproval, a slicing gesture with his hand.

Septimius stood and clapped once, then lowered his head for a brief moment. This was the signal of royal approval. The crowd burst into applause, confirming his opinion, and the performers began bowing and thanking him, then the audience. Lord Flam stood up as he cheered, clapping like a fool.

“Bravo, bravo. Magnificent!” Lord Flam cried. Septimius fought the urge to roll his eyes, less it be misinterpreted by an onlooker. It was important that he was seen to be enjoying every moment, an act that, at times, was exhausting.

The band started playing, and the gymnasts cleared the stage. As one, every woman of noble rank stood and turned to Septimius. This was another tradition, though less ancient, being started by his grandfather Septimius V. As the king, it was his duty to begin the dancing on the first night of the festivities with a maiden (or matron) of his choosing. It was, technically, illegal to dance before he had danced (although no one had ever enforced this law as it was ridiculous and often broken by the young and overly excited or those unaware of the local custom).

Strutting onto the dancefloor, he was surrounded by dozens of women all looking at him expectantly. He scanned the women dispassionately. None of them appealed to him in the least, not that it would have swayed his decision if he were interested in such things. The choice of whom to dance with was naturally very political. Many lesser nobles and even merchants would attempt to jostle for Septimius’ favour in an attempt to get him to bless their daughter. Even Cyra had come out, though Septimius knew she had no desire to dance with him. It was merely that she would appear rude if she did not offer herself. In this case, Septimius had already sold his blessing. The bidder had made an offer far too good to refuse: the removal of the Deji.

Approaching his pre-selected partner, he extended his hand with a grace born of endless practice. “May I have this dance?”

***

Cyra was glad the farce was over. She always feared that one day Septimius would decide to degrade her by forcing her into the role of his maiden. Fortunately, it appeared he had the sense to not antagonise her, so she was able to slip away from the dancefloor with little issue. She surveyed the crowd instinctively, searching for any sign of a disturbance. This festival was rife with crime, and worse than that, politics. She had to keep her ear to the ground, or she’d miss something.

“I always hate dances,” Lord Flam said, slithering over to her side. “Don’t you?”

“Funny. I’ve always heard you enjoy finding a rhythm with women, or is it men you prefer?” Cyra hoped that being rude would make him leave. Instead, he only smiled at her.

“I love dancing with either gender, provided they are a good partner. It’s dances like these I dislike, they’re not about joy but politics. It’s no fun,” Lord Flam said. His features darkened. “Though I have no partners left to dance with nowadays. Perhaps you’d care to join me for a walk?”

Cyra thought for a moment, watching the various nobles gliding along the dancefloor. At this point, only those of noble blood were permitted to dance here, though soon the commoners would be allowed to join in. Once they joined, the whole area would descend into jubilant chaos. “Very well.”

***

Septimius was pleased his partner was a confident dancer. She also had the good sense to not discuss business until after the dance was over, focusing on putting on a good show. The audience looked sufficiently dazzled by Septimius’ flashy moves, so he considered it a success.

After the dance was done, Septimius retired to a private room with his partner. Tradition was that they entered alone, and their activity remained in strictest confidence. The commoners thought this was because the king was having sex, though Septimius doubted any king had ever used it for such a dull activity. As soon as the doors closed, he took a seat and poured a bubbling drink. Sapphire sat across from him, one leg crossed over the other. She smiled seductively. Septimius fought the urge to sneer.

“Has your man made it into the city?” He didn’t want to waste time on small talk.

Sapphire looked around, as if expecting to see some evidence they were being watched. When she was satisfied, she answered, “He will shortly. However, I have concerns about your choice of safe house. It would be better if he was in your manor with you.”

“I’m afraid you’re wrong. I cannot be sure there are no spies in the manor.” In truth, Septimius was fairly certain the Deji had no such spies. While Lady Cyra played at politics, she never had the talent for chicanery. The Deji’s rigid mindset meant many of them would be uncomfortable serving in that way too; it’s why his father had believed they would make an ideal military force. He was wrong, of course, but not because they used spies. 

“Regrettable, but I understand,” Sapphire said. “What of your man; is he ready to do his part?”

“He is. Although that reminds me of something. Angel, you have a relationship with her?”

Sapphire sipped her drink, closing her eyes. “Yes, but don’t worry, she won’t be an issue. I know how to keep her in line.”

“Good. The rest of her team doesn’t seem to be working for money, and that concerns me. I never trust anyone with an agenda.”

“How hypocritical. But wise. But fear not, Solon, the leader, is trying to heal his comatose father figure, Lex. This makes him easy to manipulate.” Sapphire sipped her drink. “Mina could be a threat, however, so keep an eye on her.”

“Do you think they have the skills to locate it? The other teams were not able to,” Septimius said.

“Selene seems confident,” Sapphire said. Septimius gave her an amused look. He, of all people, recognised a politician’s answer. “I’m not sure why she is so impressed by Raven; she seems to be a rather ordinary druid to me and we already have another.”

“Getting Pecker into the labyrinth wouldn’t be easy. Getting him into the city will be hard enough. They may be religious zealots, but they run a tight ship. They use Message Stones to communicate across the city. If they stop answering, more would come to investigate,” Septimius said. Sapphire bobbed her head in agreement.

“True, but there are ways around problems like that if you’re creative.” Sapphire narrowed her eyes dangerously. “But I agree, such extreme measures are not necessary at this point. It is also better to not risk anyone too important. If Pecker were to be injured, he would not be easy to replace.”

“Is Angel not important?” Septimius asked.

Sapphire’s lips set into a thin line. “For this plan, no.”


Chapter 23: Luck and Risk

Fortunately, the first stand seemed to be an anomaly. While they avoided the games at first, they soon discovered that most weren’t blatantly rigged. Some even allowed the players to use magic, although the prizes were smaller. Solon suspected most of the prizes cost less than the price of admission.

At first, all 4 of them were visiting each stall together, then they saw the sign for the magic rides.

Magic rides are horseless carriages propelled by a mage’s magic power. Usually they just spin in circles, or can be “driven” by yelling instructions at the mage. There were dozens at the festival, including one that appeared to fly without any support at all.

“I’m going to have to pass on this. I don’t like having another mage in control of me,” Solon said, raising his hands.

“You’re afraid?” Mina asked, amused.

“Scaredy cat,” Raven whispered.

“What was that, doll?”

“I said spank me, Master,” Raven said louder. Solon rolled his eyes.

“Maybe later. I’m not afraid I just don’t enjoy them,” Solon said. He could tell from the looks his girlfriends were giving him, they didn’t believe him. “Whatever. I’m going to get something to eat.”

“I’ll come with you,” Angel said.

Mina’s amused look changed to one of surprise. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid as well, Angel?”

“You’re asking if I’m afraid of having a junior mage manipulate hundreds of pounds of wood, metal and god knows what else while I sit inside it hurtling through the air? Gee, yeah, I’m such a coward,” Angel said, raising her hands in mock surrender. “Enjoy your deathtrap, ladies.”

“Oh please. No one’s ever died from a magic ride,” Mina said, waving her off.

“Um, actually…” Solon scratched his neck. “... I was once sent to help after an accident. It wasn’t good.”

Mina blanched slightly. “Well… um, perhaps.”

Raven grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.”

“Oh, um, yes… let’s.” The pair walked away holding hands, Mina’s earlier bravado forgotten.

“That was mean,” Angel said, shaking as she tried not to laugh.

“I wasn’t joking. But Mina’s a ki user and Raven can all but fly.” Solon shrugged. “It’ll be fine.”

“Better them than me,” Angel said, looking at the flying carts nervously. “I can’t believe people pay to do that.”

Solon started walking towards the food stand, Angel falling into step beside him. “Some people say it’s the future of travel.”

“Please, they’ve been saying that since my grandmother was a little girl. Without a trained mage piloting it constantly, it doesn’t work. And that means that practically no journey can be longer than an hour. Not to mention the speed; keeping up with a horse is plain impossible.”

“You’re probably right. Though we are in a weak era. When I see the stuff ancient mages could do, everything seems possible,” Solon said, looking wistful.

“The eternal library sure is something, I’ll give you that. But that wasn’t just any mage. He was a prodigy, in one of the strongest eras of recorded history and some say literally blessed by Mene herself. So yeah, like, he could make a horseless cart that’s worth a damn, maybe. But economically, horses will always have the edge. It’s just science.”

Solon looked at her oddly. “I didn’t take you for the scientific type.”

“My mom wanted me to be a merchant. It’s important to understand the products you sell,” Angel said, looking distant.

“True enough.”

“It’s still useful as an adventurer, too. You wouldn’t believe the shit people try to sell as enchanted weapons,” Angel said. “One man tried to sell me magic sand. He said it’d give me good luck in combat.”

“You don’t believe in luck?”

“Not as, like, a force in the universe. That’s dumb.” Angel snorted. “If a bit of sand could protect me, every noble would turn their manor into a beach. Bam, instant immortality.”

“Well, when you put it like that.” Solon tilted his head, conceding the point. Angel wasn’t done, though.

“I mean, the universe is just so random. You can do everything right and still die if you’re weak. Or even if you’re not weak. You can suddenly get ill, then boom, you’re dead. Isn’t that just infuriating? Then this guy says oh, but if you had my sand, it would’ve been different,” she said the last part in a deep voice, evidently imitating the man who tried to sell the sand.

“... Are you okay?”

“What? I’m fine. It’s just… I’m just answering your question. Luck is bullshit.”

“... Okay, then.” Clearly, she didn’t want to talk about whatever was bothering her. Solon stopped briefly to scan the stalls. They had entered an area mostly selling drinks, it seemed. “Wanna sit down for a bit?”

“Sure. Wait here, I’ll get us something nice.” Angel winked and walked off, heading to a woman with a steaming cauldron. She was clearly trying to look happier than she actually was. No one cheered up that fast.

Solon found a table, sitting down and waiting. Angel returned quickly, without the drinks. “So, yeah, I kinda forgot I needed to do something. So I need to head off, but I’ll catch you later, okay?”

“Oh, okay. Sure, no problem.” Solon got up. “Want me to walk you out?”

“No, don’t waste your time. Go find Raven and Mina,” Angel said, waving. “I’ll catch you later.”

I’ve obviously upset her. I just wished I knew how. “Alright, I’ll catch you later.”

Angel left quickly, leaving Solon alone. He was tempted to go back to his girlfriends, but then he realised he was near the Truth seeker’s headquarters. I wonder if Felimie is ready yet?

Going to the compound, the receptionist confirmed Felimie hadn’t left. Heading to her dorm, he knocked on the door.

“Who is it?” Felimie asked through the door.

“It’s me, Solon. I was wondering if you wanted to come to the festival?” There was a long silence. “Um, can you maybe open the door?”

There was another silence, then the door unlocked. It cracked open slowly. Walking in, Solon saw Felimie fidgeting awkwardly.

She was wearing a white crop top that, due to the size of her breasts, showed a lot of cleavage and a black skater skirt. She was wearing thigh-high stockings the same white as her top, and long black gloves. All in all, it wasn’t that revealing an outfit. But from the way she was acting, Solon could tell she wasn’t used to having so much skin exposed.

“You look radiant,” he tried, doing his best to show sincerity. Felimie fidgeted.

“I- Mina picked it for me. I do like it, it’s just…” Felimie pulled the top up a little. “Maybe I could still wear my mask, and a different more covering top…”

Solon fought the urge to roll his eyes. His first instinct was to comfort her, but he was worried that could result in her spiralling. Let’s try the direct approach. “Felimie, I actually came here to ask you out. You’re hot and I want to show you off.”

“Hot? You- what?”

“If you don’t want to go out with me, that’s okay. I won’t be offended. But I like you, and I’m a show off. Having a beauty like you on my arm is the dream.” Felimie looked like she was about to faint. Perhaps that was too direct.

“... Aren’t you embarrassed to be seen with … you really want to show me off?” She looked in the mirror again, the tiniest hint of a smile on her lips.

“I’m a simple guy. I have simple desires,” Solon said, taking a step closer to her. He looked at her in the mirror. “We make an attractive couple, don’t you think? So what do you say, wanna go on a date with me?”

“... Okay.”


Chapter 24: Gate Duty

The festival was one of the biggest events in Labity all year. For most people, this meant fun and excitement as they engaged with the visitors and their foreign games. For the Deji, this meant double shifts, as they tried desperately to keep up with the drastically increased workload. Natsu was halfway through his third back-to-back shift on gate duty.

To a layman, gate duty seemed simple; he asked a few questions then waved people in. But this wasn’t true. Natsu actually had a multitude of magical devices that alerted him to anything magical that came through the gate, be it mages or enchanted equipment. Anything that triggered even one of them had to be investigated, logged, and reported.

The problem was that the festival didn’t just bring a lot of people; it brought a lot of people with magic items. He was getting a constant stream of false positives on weapons, potions, and armour that turned out to be nothing more than simple games. He was working alongside Yuki, a high-ranking member of the Deji.

Yuki never spoke much, and when she did, she always sounded bored. Despite this Natsu trusted her, she was a member of the Deji and a devoted follower of Soleil.

“Man, look at the queue. We’ll never get through all of these people,” Natsu complained, laughing to himself.

“Yes we will,” Yuki said sharply. Natsu chuckled awkwardly.

“I just mean… Well, eventually our shift will be over and someone else will take control of the gate,” Natsu tried to explain. Yuki looked at him blankly.

Suddenly, a sensor went off. “That’s the sensor for Lilithian magic,” Natsu said, looking at the blinking red light in shock. In all the years he had worked on gate duty, it had never once gone off. Lilithian magic items all shared a distinct magic aura, similar to her demons. The Deji had shown Natsu one once, when he was undergoing training. They had been given special access to it as it was considered “safe”, its apparent function being to open the gate of a long since destroyed keep. Even hundreds of years after her death, the mana still made his stomach curl.

“It’s malfunctioning,” Yuki said, suppressing a yawn.

“We’re supposed to report this. It’s our duty to-”

“It’s malfunctioning,” Yuki repeated irately. Natsu was about to complain when she continued. “Right now, our members are spread throughout the whole city, barely keeping order. If we report this alarm, a dozen senior Deji will have to come here to find out a carnival game triggered a misread.”

Natsu shifted, imagining the reaction he would get if he reported something like that. “I guess you’re right. But… we really should check.”

“I’ll do it,” Yuki said, pottering towards the caravan that had triggered the alarm. “If only to shut you up.”

***

Hayley watched Yuki and Natsu from above; she creased her brow with concern. She had been warned The Seekers of the Absolute Magic might try to use the festival as an excuse to smuggle something into the city. She had thought the Deji would prevent such a thing, but seeing the grinning idiot and the woman who clearly couldn’t care less, she had her doubts.

Yuki was talking to the driver, a young man with bland features. She narrowed her eyes, trying to pierce an illusion, but couldn’t. This meant one of 2 things. Either A, he really was just that dull looking, or B, he was using potent illusion magic to hide his real appearance. It seemed unlikely, but combined with the alarm, it was reason enough to be suspicious. The third suspicious thing about him was his absence of a magical aura. Most people don’t even notice their aura, being too weak to project it like a mage. But for an experienced mage like Hayley, detecting the aura of a peasant was possible. But she sensed nothing from this man. He was actively suppressing his aura, something only a highly skilled mage could do.

She cast a quick spell, sending a spark towards his cart. When the spark hit, it glowed briefly, before forming into a rune no bigger than a fingertip, pulsing with her mana. This was a simple tracking spell. It was easy to remove for even a weaker mage, but only if they noticed it in the first place. With Yuki talking to him, the driver didn’t seem to notice.

Yuki walked away, then waved him in. Her foolish partner didn’t question it for a second, letting the strange man enter the city without any questions asked. So much for the amazing skill of the Deji.

She followed him at a safe distance, content that she wouldn’t lose him thanks to her tracking spell. As she expected, he made no attempt to head toward the festival or the market. Instead, he made a beeline for the Seekers compound. Watching from a nearby rooftop, she saw him enter the gates. Many of the members were away, but those left wouldn’t take kindly to a stranger skulking about their compound.

That just means I can’t get caught.

***

“What are you doing here?”

Sapphire had taken Angel to a secluded corner to have a drink. Angel had been enjoying the festival when she saw Sapphire. She wanted to believe it was a coincidence, but Sapphire demanded she be ready to talk. Angel knew better than to try to refuse her.

“The better question is, what are you doing here?” Sapphire said, taking a long sip from her drink, never breaking eye contact.

“My team got hired for a job.” Sapphire gave her a pointed look. “You arranged for me to get this job, didn’t you?”

“Not directly,” Sapphire said. Angel knew better than to hope she would elaborate. “No ‘thank you’?”

“I don’t understand; why would you want me to do this job?”

“Angel, what’s the first rule of business?”

“It’s not what you know, it’s who you know,” Angel said boredly. Sapphire smiled at her encouragingly. “... am I a spy?”

“Don’t be so melodramatic. I merely arranged for you to be hired so you could report what you find out to me,” Sapphire explained, taking another self-satisfied sip.

“... isn’t that the same thing as being a spy?” Angel tilted her head like a bird. Sapphire always drove her mad, doing things like this. It was as if she was deliberately trying to confuse her.

“What I mean is, you aren’t in any danger. Don’t worry, I’ve covered all the angles. You’ll be taken care of no matter what,” Sapphire said. “But I do need that information. I need to know everything your team learns and when you learn it.”

“I guess I can talk to the others and-” Sapphire put a finger over her lips, cutting her off.

“No. This is a delicate task; the fewer people who know about it, the better.” Sapphire looked around with her eyes. “You never know who’s listening.”

“But I’m a part of a team. Isn’t it like my job to make sure they know what’s going on?” Sapphire laughed in a way that made Angel feel particularly small and stupid.

“No. You’re allowed to keep some things to yourself, sweetie.” Angel felt dread growing in her chest. Sapphire knew something, something that she wasn’t going to like.

“But-”

“Do you really think they tell you everything?” Sapphire drawled. Angel squirmed, the feeling of dread growing. “Has Solon ever told you why he asked you to join his team?”

“... no.” Solon had asked her after the Druid’s invasion. She assumed she had impressed him during their impromptu team up.

“I paid him. I’ve been steadily paying him this whole time, just like with Grunter and Girre.” Sapphire waved her hand flippantly. It felt like the ground had opened up and was going to swallow her whole. For years, she had felt like she had never achieved anything. Everything she did was always overshadowed by Sapphire, or her dad. Finally, she had joined a team without either of their influence. Finally she was standing on her own 2 feat, as a real adventurer and part of a real team who kept her around for her skill.

And it was all a lie. Another one of Sapphire’s manipulations. “Why-why wouldn’t he tell me?”

“Because keeping a secret or 2 isn’t a bad thing,” Sapphire said, her voice velvety smooth. “You’re an adventurer now, sweetie-” Angel snorted. She still wasn’t a real adventurer, she was just a rich fool pretending to be one. “-and like it or not, that involves a certain amount of politics. Solon made a deal with me, because he wanted money. And you’ll make a deal with me because I can protect you. Surely by now you’ve realised that you’re in over your head.”

“Solon will protect me,” Angel said in a small voice. Even she didn’t believe what she was saying. Not anymore.

“Solon is a good employee, but his loyalty comes from coin. Do you really think he’ll stay loyal when the money dries up?” Angel frowned, not because she didn’t know the answer, but because she didn’t like it.

Solon was a good team leader and a kind man. But one thing he was not was generous. Everything he did, he expected to be paid for. She had never once seen him take a pro bono job, or go the extra mile without the expectation of being paid. The closest he came was trying to protect the Order of the Radiant Night temple, and even that was paid for. Angel knew she wasn’t as important to him as Lex, either.

“Angel, this isn’t a betrayal; it’s just insurance,” Sapphire said, putting her hand on Angel’s. “Let me take care of you the way I always have.”

Angel hated being taken care of by Sapphire. She hated that she still needed to be taken care of after all these years. She was supposed to be a grown woman. But she knew this was the only way. What they were doing was risky; if they messed up, it could blow up in their faces. It wouldn’t just be Angel who got into trouble, it would be the whole team. With Sapphire’s help, she could keep everyone safe. That was a good enough reason to keep a secret, rather than a selfish desire for money. This is the right thing to do.

“What do you need to know?” Sapphire’s smirk made her instantly question her decision. This is the right thing to do, isn’t it?


Chapter 25: Show Off

Felimie breathed slowly and consciously. She felt like everyone was looking at her. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t true, but one man practically broke his neck staring at her as he walked by.

Solon wrapped his arm around her shoulders. She never noticed until now how big he was; it made her feel small. Comfortable in his protection. “Looks like my plan’s working,” he said. Felimie looked up at him, confused.

“Why?”

“Everyone’s checking you out,” Solon said, giving her an amused look. “One guy looked so jealous I thought he was going to cry.”

“Oh, well, Mina chose my outfit,” Felimie said. She noticed a woman walking by, her eyes practically glued to Felimie’s chest. “Do they… they like how I look?”

“We do,” Solon answered. Felimie looked down, fidgeting with her skirt.

They’re looking at me because they find me attractive, Felimie thought, mesmerised. Solon finds me attractive.

She had assumed that Solon was just being nice. That Raven was just being nice. But with so many people looking at her, she wondered if maybe she was mistaken. Maybe they really did find her attractive.

He said he wanted to show me off. No one had ever shown Felimie off before. She was always hidden away as something embarrassing. When she wore her robe and mask, she felt safe, because no one could judge her. But Solon was acting like she was a prize, something to be proud of. As Felimie walked, she felt herself getting more comfortable with herself. She leaned into Solon, feeling safe but also valuable.

“Do you like dancing?” Solon asked, looking towards where a group of people were doing some kind of dance.

“I’m… I don’t really know how.”

“I’m a good teacher. Besides, it’s Gemini dancing, basically all you’ve got to do is press your body against mine and spin around with me,” Solon said. He took his arm off her shoulder, bowing with a flourish. “May I have this dance?”

“Um, if you’re okay with me…” Solon rolled his eyes. Oh no, I’ve annoyed him. He took her hand, leading her to the dance floor. She stood a foot away from him.

“You need to come closer. During Gemini dancing, we should always be chest to chest,” Solon explained. Felimie looked down at her chest, suddenly very conscious of the size. “If you’re not comfortable, we can do something else.” 

“It’s just… Do men like women with breasts like mine?”

“I’ll do a survey at the next meeting of all men,” Solon quipped. “Personally, I do. Why do you think I asked you to dance?”

“Eh?” Felimie looked at his chest. Did he really plan this, or is he joking? My breasts will be pressed against his chest. Maybe guys like that sort of thing? Raven complimented them, and she’s obviously bisexual. Felimie took a nervous step forward, letting the fabric of her top brush against his own. “As long as you don’t have an issue with me, I’m happy to dance.”

“I’ll never have an issue with you,” Solon said. He took a half step forward, making her breasts press up against his chest. They weren’t touching directly, but she could still feel his body heat, or at least she thought she could. Maybe she was imagining it? Either way, she liked what she was feeling.

Solon felt firm and strong. Powerful. He held her tight against him as he slowly started to move. She felt like he had complete control in that moment, and all she had to do was let him guide her. It made her relax in a way she normally couldn’t in public. It was as if there was no one else around, no one judging her. It was just her and him. He wanted her, and she wanted him. He wants me.

Felimie had crushes before, obviously. It would be impossible to reach her age without at least a passing infatuation. But this felt different, better, and she knew why. Felimie always tried to repress any romantic or sexual desires, fearing how people would react to a Manaborn. But she knew that Solon wanted her.

Raven was his slave already. He was dating Mina. He could have any girl he wants, but he chose me. Felimie’s heart hammered in her chest. She looked up at Solon, who was smiling down at her peacefully. “Do you want me to be your slave?”

She had to know. She had to hear the words from his lips. He looked at her intensely.

“Yes.” Solon smirked at her, pulling her even tighter against him. “But let’s take things slow for now, okay? Let’s just enjoy our date.”

“Ah, I -um- I didn’t mean right now,” Felimie rushed to explain. “I just meant that’s … that’s what you ultimately want.”

“It is,” Solon said. “Though I’d also be happy to have you as my girlfriend. I know slavery isn’t for everyone, though it is my preference.”

Solon looked at her expectantly. The unsaid question was obvious. “I…” Felimie bit her lip. “I would like that too… someday.”

“Someday,” Solon repeated. “Good. But for now, just focus on being my dance partner.”

Felimie nodded, thrilled to be focusing on the present again. All this talk about her future goals was embarrassing.

They danced for a little longer. Felimie rested her head against his chest, hearing his heartbeat through his shirt. She noticed people looking at her, but it didn’t bother her as much. Solon was right, they were jealous. Although she couldn’t tell if they were jealous of her or Solon, either way, it made her proud. He chose me.

After the song ended, a much more complicated dance began. Felimie looked up at Solon, feeling panicked. He pulled her off the floor without another word.

“Let’s sit down for a bit,” Solon said, pulling out a chair for her at an outdoor table.

“How gentlemanly,” she said, taking the seat.

A waitress quickly swooped in. She was wearing a parody of a nurse’s outfit. It was a black leotard, with little crosses over the nipples and a nurse’s cap. “Welcome to the Healer’s Hut. ‘Round here, we believe that good food is the best medicine of all. So how can I heal you today?” The introduction was obviously prepared. She handed them a set of menus with food and drinks.

They ordered a quick round of drinks. Felimie couldn’t help but notice how much of her ass cheeks the waitress was showing off as she walked away. My outfit is so covering. “It’s funny. When the festival first started, it was considered disrespectful to show any skin.”

Solon looked around. Following his eyeline, Felimie saw dozens of women wearing fetish costumes. “You wouldn’t believe that now. Why’d it change?”

“It was Septimius III, the famous Harem King, who started the tradition. He had his harem turn up in sexualised versions of the traditional garb. Since he was the king, no one could complain,” Felimie said, smiling. “His son, Septimius IV, didn’t have a harem, but his wife continued the tradition. After that, it stuck.”

“Everything changed because of a king’s whims,” Solon noted dryly. “Well, that’s hardly unusual. But it’s funny to see a real life example of it.”

“Yeah, nowadays almost no one wears traditional garb. Even the priestesses who worship the ancestor spirits tend to wear sexual versions,” Felimie said thoughtfully. “Sorry, was that a weird thing to bring up?”

“No, I found it interesting,” Solon said, waving his hand. “It’s kind of similar to how the habits of Mene’s priestesses changed. There was a time when they considered Mene’s submission to Gai a mistake, but over time the temple came to view it as simply a part of who she is; neither good nor bad. So they copied the outfits from scripture to honour her.”

“I guess everyone likes dressing up,” Felimie said. The waitress delivered their drinks. “They just need an excuse.”

“I’m happy to be that excuse for you,” Solon said cheekily.

“It’s… just easier sometimes. It’s okay around people I know, but then there’s people like Natsu…”

“But no one’s said anything here. Natsu’s just a freak; most people aren’t like him,” Solon said, sipping his drink.

“Natsu’s a jerk, but he’s not the worst guy I’ve met. When you’re around, it’s different; you’re a powerful mage. And the Truth seekers keep me safe, but when I’m alone… it’s just good sense to avoid unnecessary attention. Most people aren’t bad, but the ones that are…”

Felimie’s hands were shaking as she held her drink. “... Were you attacked?”

“I wasn’t. My father was. Growing up, he was a powerful battle mage. Someone spread a rumour that he was actually a demon. At first, we just ignored it. Father said it didn’t matter what people thought, he was strong enough to fight anyone off.” Felimie closed her eyes, trying to stay calm. Her heart hurt just remembering it. “But then one day he wasn’t.”

Solon placed his hand on top of hers. “I’m sorry that happened.”

“It was a long time ago. But afterwards my mother said to cover up, in case they came back. Eventually it became a habit.”

“I can’t imagine what that was like. But I will say this. You need to trust people again. I know some people will be awful, but if you shut everyone out…” Solon squeezed her hand.

Felimie looked around again. There were still people looking at her. She wanted to believe they had good intentions, but it wasn’t easy. “I know you’re right. But it’s not that simple.”

“I know.” Felimie looked at Solon. It seemed like he really did know, even if he didn’t fully understand. It was still something.

“Alright. Let’s … focus on something else. This is supposed to be a date; let’s do something fun,” Felimie said, trying to look happier than she felt. Solon nodded, his expression solemn.

“Sure.” He put some cash on the table. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 26: Mina and Raven

“I feel awful,” Mina said, resting her head on the table.

“I feel fine,” Raven added unhelpfully. Mina didn’t even have the energy to glare at her.

It was so fun at the beginning. The magic vehicles spun them around, made them go high, then dropped them and so much more. Then suddenly, Mina’s stomach turned. She didn’t throw up, but she was forced to stop and sit at some random table.

“Are you ladies going to buy anything?” A grumpy waiter said. Mina was tempted to throw up on him.

“Ginger,” Raven said.

“... As in ginger tea? We don’t serve that here.”

“We’ll pay,” Raven said, taking out far more money than a couple mugs of tea was worth. The waiter snatched it away.

“Right away, mademoiselle.”

Raven rubbed her back. Her cold hand felt amazing even through her dress. “Relax.”

Mina closed her eyes, trying to dissociate from her body. She didn’t know how long she sat like that, with Raven taking care of her. The waiter put a pair of mugs on the table. “Bon appétit.”

“Drink it,” Raven said, handing Mina the drink. It was hot, but Mina’s ki helped her drink it, anyway. It was also disgusting.

“This is supposed to make me feel better?” Mina said, scrunching up her face.

“No.” Raven sipped hers casually. “I just like it.”

“What?” Mina screeched.

“Joking.” Raven giggled. “Finish it. You’ll feel better.”

Mina narrowed her eyes, but sipped it anyway. It’s actually working. I think. Or maybe it’s Raven stroking my back.

5 minutes later, Mina felt good as new. “Wow, that really worked.”

“Told you,” Raven said. Mina laughed happily.

“Yes, you did.”

“Hall of mirrors,” Raven said, pointing to the large white tent. Mina had been to such places several times in her youth, as they were popular in the travelling circuses that visited her town. However, it was clear that Raven was fascinated by the idea and she did not wish to spoil the mood of her companion.

“Let’s go then.” Mina rose to her feet. Raven grabbed her hand as they walked, her expression neutral. Druids are rather tactile. Though I suppose I don’t mind it.

The teller was wearing a mirrored dress, her chest reflecting Mina’s own face back at her in a rather uncanny way. They paid her, then made their way inside. The first part wasn’t a maze, but rather a series of mirrors that made the viewer appear distorted in various ways. A classic carnival trick, but nonetheless a fun one. Raven seemed enraptured as she looked at the various altered versions of her body.

“Look, I’m stacked,” Raven said, standing in front of a mirror that made her upper body look nearly twice as large.

“Sometimes I wonder how such a mature young woman manages to put up with Solon’s immature jokes. Then you do something like this and I know,” Mina said blandly.

“You like it too,” Raven said, accurately.

“What would ever give you that idea?” Mina asked, unwilling to concede the point.

“Look, your ass is giant.” Raven pointed at a mirror behind Mina’s back.

“Truly, your wit has never been equalled,” she muttered. Mina then shook her ass a little, admiring its enlarged appearance. Raven joined her, showing Mina what her leotard covered backside would look like if it was double the size. It made quite an impression.

“Look, you can do the front as well,” Raven said. Mina rolled her eyes, hoping it would hide her smile.

“Ah, the maze.” She entered the indicated doorway, Raven close behind her. They found themselves in a well lit room, with multiple mirror lined paths breaking off in every direction. Mina smirked as she got an idea. “Do you want to play a game?” Raven tilted her head like a bird. “I’ll hide in here and you try to find me. To win, you’ve got to touch me. To make it fair, I get a 1 minute head start and you can’t use any magic.”

“Okay.”

Palpable enthusiasm, Mina thought dryly. She was used to Raven’s under-reactions, however, and while she couldn’t distinguish her emotions as clearly as Solon seemed to, she could tell Raven’s interest was genuinely piqued. “Wait here, cover your eyes and count out loud.”

Mina moved quickly and immediately walked into a mirror, hurting her nose. She turned back. Raven’s expression gave nothing away. Perhaps she didn’t notice. She continued more carefully, but still quickly, covering a good distance from the elf hunting her. The sound of her counting echoed around the room as she hid herself. She was surprised by just how large this maze appeared to be, as well as the fact no one else appeared to be present. It wasn’t long before she heard Raven’s final number. She was glad she was paying attention, as Raven did not follow the tradition of announcing she would be coming. She likely never played games like this.

It was an odd thought. Raven’s life was so different from her own. While she grew up playing games and learning from scholars, Raven was being taught how to protect the woods and little else. Yet now they lived very similar lives as teammates and friends.

The pleasant scent of the woods filled Mina’s nostrils. She’s getting close. As subtly as she could, she slunk down another path, trying to put some distance between them. She didn’t dare to speak. Raven’s hearing would allow her to triangulate her position incredibly quickly.

She managed to keep the dance up for quite some time without being discovered. Every time she smelt Raven she would slip away, and was beginning to think she’d have to call the game off because Raven couldn’t beat her. It’s hardly a surprise. She’s never played before, and none of the servants could ever catch me- “Ah!”

Mina’s thoughts were cut off by a pair of wiry arms wrapping around her waist. Looking down, she saw Raven looking up at her with a miniscule grin. “You screamed.”

“I most certainly did not,” Mina protested.

“Yes, you did.”

“I was merely exclaiming because you startled me. How did you ever manage to sneak up on me? I could see you the whole time,” Mina said, crossing her arms. Raven pulled back, but left her hands on Mina’s hips.

“I made it so you could see my reflection instead of the real me,” Raven said, her voice betraying a hint of self satisfaction. “It helped to think of you as a timid lemur I needed to sneak up on.”

“How very flattering,” Mina said dryly. “Could you not have compared me to a tiger or a lioness?”

“They don’t tend to be so timid,” Raven said simply. Mina noticed her hands were still on Mina’s hips. “So, what do I win?”

“Win?”

“We played a game, and I won. Don’t I get a prize?”

Did she just look at my lips? Mina swallowed, her eyes drawn to Raven’s lips. It must’ve been my imagination. “What sort of prize do you wish for?”

Raven bit her lip in a way that was too seductive to be accidental. Mina kept looking at her lips. She found herself thinking about earlier when they were getting ready, how Raven had asked if her lipstick looked good. Only she didn’t say good, she said ‘kissable’. Mina had thought that they most certainly did look kissable, but she said they looked ‘good’.

Mina kissed her.

Raven kissed her back.

Mina took a step back, pulling out of her arms. “That…” Mina ran into a mirror, cracking it against her forehead.

“Mina!” Raven grabbed her, looking up at her with concern. “You’re bleeding.”

“That’s fine!” Mina touched her forehead. “Um, perhaps we should get Solon.”

“Follow me.” Raven led her out of the maze without missing a single turn.


Chapter 27: Reunited

Solon threw the light ball again, hitting the pyramid of bottles head on. At first, it didn’t appear to work, but soon the bottles came crashing down. “Looks like that’s 3 wins,” Solon announced, looking at the irate teller. “I wonder what prize I should get. Any preferences, Felimie?”


“For me?” Felimie looked at the toys. “They are nice. And I must say, it was an impressive use of telepathy to win them.” 

“What?” The teller grunted, looking at Felimie.


“She means-” 

“You used telepathy to knock over the bottles. It was very impressive. I didn’t even know you could use such magic,” Felimie continued, oblivious to the darkening expression of the teller.

“Get out! Cheat! Thief!”


“What’s going on?” Felimie said, startled by the suddenly energetic teller. 

“Your boyfriend is a dirty cheating bastard,” the teller shouted, pointing at the sign that read ‘No Magic’. “Now get out, before I call the Deji and have the both of you arrested.”

Solon sighed, shaking his head. “Alright, we’re going.” He took Felimie’s hand, leading her away.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realise that you were breaking the rules,” Felimie said. “I thought it was obvious that you were using telepathy. Sometimes I forget that not everyone can see mana.”

“No harm done. The only issue is now I can’t give you a giant fluffy duck,” Solon bemoaned. Felimie giggled into her hand.


“I think I’ll get over it.”


“Really?” Solon looked at her seriously. “Even knowing that it’s made with cheap stitching, so will invariably fall apart within days?”


“Yes, I think I can live without it.” 

“But it’s full of feathers, so it’ll stab you when you cuddle it.”


“Why were you so intent on winning this?”


“I’m… not really sure. Just felt like the sort of thing you do on a date, I guess?” Felimie giggled again.


“Such a gentleman. Well, as your assigned date for the evening, I can assure you that I’m happy enough without a giant, spiky duckling that smelt kinda funny, even at a distance.” 

“Bah! I’ll never understand what women want.” Solon threw his hands into the air dramatically.


“Truly, we are enigmas.” 

The pair’s back and forth was interrupted by the arrival of Mina and Raven. Mina’s head was bleeding, looking like it had been slashed by something. “What happened?” Solon demanded, all levity leaving his voice and expression.

“She ran into a mirror,” Raven said. Solon had already started treating her head. He looked closer, checking for any broken glass. He didn’t speak again until he was satisfied the wound was clean, at which point he resumed his normal healing spell.

“... how?”

“I-”

“I was a little disoriented, that’s all,” Mina said, blushing and looking away. “We were in a hall of mirrors.”


“Ah, okay.” Solon kept healing her. “The wounds are very shallow. This shouldn’t take long, but you really should be more careful, Mina. If this had got in your eye, it’d have been much harder to heal. You could’ve even ended up blind in the worst case.” 

“I’ll… I’ll try to be more aware.” Mina was avoiding looking at Raven.

Did they have another argument? Raven didn’t look upset. Mostly she looked embarrassed and perhaps a little confused, like she had made some sort of mistake. Now’s not the right time to ask.

“Lets go sit down.” Solon said, not cancelling the healing spell. The wound was mostly closed, but there was still blood on her face.

“There’s a bar over there,” Felimie said.

Solon grunted his assent, and the quartet made their way over. Fortunately, it wasn’t too busy. Solon sent Felimie and Raven off to get towels. “So, what really happened?”


“... I kissed Raven.”
  

“Okay…” Solon drawled. “Then you decided to headbutt a mirror?”


Mina blushed, avoiding eye contact. “I… I was startled alright.”


“You were startled by kissing her. Why?” Solon asked gently. Mina was silent for a long time. 

“I don’t know why I did it… I’m straight.” Solon paused; he even stopped healing her briefly.

“You’re straight?” Mina’s head snapped up, finally making eye contact.

“Why would you think otherwise?” Mina asked, sounding defensive.

Solon shrugged. “Well, for one thing, you’re always checking other women out.” Especially Raven.

“That’s … lots of straight women do that,” Mina said. Solon couldn’t tell if she genuinely believed that, or just didn’t know the difference between looking at a woman and actively checking them out. “Is there anything else I do?”


“Why do you want to know? If you know you’re straight, what difference does it make?” Solon asked. Mina opened her mouth, then closed it. “Mina, there’s nothing wrong with being bisexual. If you like Raven, go for it!”


“You’re just saying that because it fits your fantasy,” Mina snapped. Solon reared back, shocked. “I- I didn’t mean that. Sorry, that was… that was cruel. I know you wouldn’t be so manipulative.” 

Mina lowered her head, looking shaken. “I’ll ignore that as you’re coming to grips with your sexuality and just banged your head,” Solon said, resuming his healing. “Although I would be remiss if I didn’t point out that you need to speak to Raven.”


“Do I have to?”


“Yes. Because right now she thinks she’s upset you, and if you don’t clear that up, she’s going to blame herself. So unless you think she’s done something wrong, you need to make sure she knows that she hasn’t,” Solon said, trying to sound stern and compassionate at the same time. Mina nodded solemnly. 

“Perhaps-”


Solon would never find out what Mina was going to say, because Raven and Felimie returned with a towel and some water. “Here.” 

Solon took the towel, dipping it in the water then wiping it over Mina’s forehead. The blood washed away, revealing clean, undamaged skin. His healing had worked perfectly. “Alright, you’re all set. I should probably pay the mirror maze guy for the mirror you broke. You might want to head home and rest for a bit.” Solon gave Mina a look that offered to stay if she wasn’t ready yet. She nodded, confirming she could handle it. “Let’s go, Felimie.”


Chapter 28: Alone with Raven

Raven was silent the whole walk home, her expression unreadable. The Truth seekers’ compound was deserted. A combination of the late hour and the festival meant they were the only 2 awake in the whole place.

“Let’s have a drink in the common room,” Mina suggested, walking away from the dorms. Raven nodded her assent. The room was large, with a small cafeteria and stations for various drinks. Old tables made of dark wood were spread about, seemingly at random. Mina approached a table with some sort of hot drink dispenser, using it as an excuse to not make eye contact. “So… about what happened earlier…”

“Sorry.”


“You don’t need to be sorry,” Mina said quickly. She picked up a cup, putting it under the tap and turning the nozzle. The magic drew water from the hidden reservoir, filling her cup. “I was just… unsure how to act. I was surprised by how I acted, actually.” 

“Why?”

“Because I’m straight.” Raven tilted her head in confusion. “Well… I thought I was straight.”


“You never noticed your bisexual?” Raven asked, making her feel very stupid. 

“You noticed?”


“... I thought we were on a date.” Mina briefly paused, wondering what gave her that idea. Sure, they were alone, having fun together. And yes, they spent a lot of the time holding hands. And sure, Mina kept looking at her lips and ass while thinking about kissing her… 

“I can see how my behaviour might have given you that impression,” Mina conceded. Her cheeks were heating up. Usually, only Solon made her feel nervous in this sort of way. “If it would be acceptable to you, I wouldn’t be opposed to exploring this avenue. But perhaps… more slowly.”

“Okay,” Raven agreed easily. Mina released a breath, feeling a weight lift from her chest. She didn’t realise how important it was to her until Raven answered. “You lead.”


“That sounds reasonable to me, since I requested to set the pace; it’s only fair that I demonstrate what I had in mind,” Mina said. She paused. What do women do together? Solon always seemed to know everything about sex and how to proceed, so she rarely had to think beyond if she wanted to do something or not. She had made a few suggestions, which Solon always eagerly embraced, but even then he led. Raven was sitting patiently, seemingly content to let Mina go at her own pace. “Um, so what would be normal to do?” 

“Dinner together as a date?” Raven said. Mina suddenly realised that she had assumed Raven meant sexually. During all the time she had been thinking about what to do, she had never even thought about anything non-sexual. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire.

“Yes! Dinner sounds great, let’s go!” Mina stood up, nearly knocking the bench over.

“... we already ate.”


“Oh, yeah!” Mina sat back down, no less aggressively. Raven smiled, standing up. 

“Let’s go to bed for now. We’ll revisit this when you’re ready,” Raven said. She lingered by Mina. “Can I kiss you goodnight?”

“Y-yes.”


“You promise you won’t run into a wall?” Mina pouted, seeing Raven’s smile widen. “Couldn’t resist.” She leaned over, Mina’s heart pounding in her chest. Raven pecked Mina on the cheek. “Goodnight, Mina.” 

“Goodnight, Raven.” Raven froze, still leaning over Mina.

“Don’t react.”


“I can’t help it. This is all new to me!” Raven put a finger over her lips, then pointed towards Mina’s bedroom. She wants to come to my bedroom. Mina flushed, unsure how to react. She had assumed Raven meant that she was going to her own room. The sudden change of pace was almost too much for her. There’s a light. 

Mina suddenly realised what Raven was pointing at. There was a light coming from underneath her door, and shadows moving within it. No one was supposed to have access to that room.


Chapter 29: Politicians

“I appreciate you joining me, Lady Cyra. I believe we have much to discuss.”

Lady Cyra was no fool. She knew when she was being intentionally pawned off, but she was also smart enough to know it wasn’t always wise to show your hand too early. Septimius wanted her distracted for some reason, and for now, she was content to go along with his desires. So she let Lord Flam lead her away from the main festivities, to a quieter part of the festival with fewer stalls still open. At Lord Flam’s suggestion, they had donned masks being sold at one of the stalls so they’d blend in more.

“I’m afraid we do not. You are not the first noble to request the assistance of the Deji, and I fear you shan’t be the last. But the simple fact is we are only so many; we can protect Labity and its surrounding area, but that is it.”

Lord Flam didn’t appear disturbed by her refusal. He smiled at her conspiratorially. “I’ve always so admired the work you do to protect this country. It pains me to see the lack of recognition you receive despite the dedication you show.”


“My duty is to serve. I have no greater desires,” Cyra said slowly. Where’s he going with this? With their masks on, they were able to blend in with the peasants unnoticed. Cyra could see several of her Deji around, but none of Septimius’ men. Or rather, no one she knew to be Septimius’ man. 

“But still, it does seem so unfair. Especially if you believe the rumours about a certain someone…” Lord Flam indicated to his head, subtly hinting at a crown.

Cyra kept her expression carefully neutral. She wasn’t going to be baited into a trap so easily, but she would hear him out. “... and what would those rumours be precisely?”


“Oh, I’m sure he’d never really do that. To harbour a fugitive without your knowledge would really be something!” Cyra frowned. That was hardly of use to her. As the king of Labity, Septimius had every right to imprison a fugitive, or indeed anyone he wanted. “But to engage in Lilithian worship, that would be something else entirely.”


Cyra grabbed Flam, dragging him into an alleyway in one smooth motion. “Talk. Now.” Lord Flam’s eyes were wide with fear, his fat body shaking in her grip.


“Oh, I’m sure-” 

“Enough. Say plainly what you know, and what you want from me. Then we can negotiate.” Lord Flam’s composition changed in an instant. The fear drained from him as if it never existed, replaced with the type of confidence usually only seen in great warriors.

“You know what I want: to have my city protected by the Deji. Septimius may not appreciate what he has, but I know a valuable resource when I see one.” Cyra bristled at her men and women being referred to as a resource, but she didn’t linger on the statement. She gestured for him to continue. “I know what Septimius is up to. You can’t act yet, you’ll need overwhelming evidence, or King John will have your head. But if you were to catch him in the process of doing something bad, something really bad like say… demonic magic? You could take control of this city, and no one would bat an eye. In fact, they’ll probably hail you as a saviour.”

“Demonic magic?” Cyra whispered, squeezing Flam’s arm so hard she felt his bones creak. “He wouldn’t.”


“Wouldn’t he?” Lord Flam was clearly in pain, but he met her eye with confidence. This man was not afraid of her, even though she could kill him in an instant. She released his arm. “You better not be lying to me.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said. Cyra didn’t believe him for a second. “Now, shall we negotiate?”


Cyra’s lip curled with rage. “I’m not some slimy politician looking to wrestle for power.”


“Of course not. You’re a servant of Soleil. A true believer if I ever saw one. A hero-”


“Stop. Bloody hell, you lay it on thick, don’t you?” Lord Flam chuckled darkly. 

“My apologies. You seemed the type to appreciate a little flattery.” He shrugged playfully. Cyra rolled her eyes at his antics.

“I can send men to support your city, but only if this turns out to be true. If you’re lying to me-”


“Yes, yes, you’ll kill me,” Lord Flam said, a distinct lack of fear in his voice. She didn’t know if that was because he thought she couldn’t, wouldn’t, or wouldn’t need to. “I’ll need at least a hundred as a standing guard, with a promise to send more in times of crisis.” 

“That’s a big request. Especially if I’ll be trying to settle the city after Septimius has been removed.”


“It is. But it’s what I’m asking for,” Lord Flam said casually. “You’ll be fine. Once Septimius is gone, you can do a recruitment drive- though, to be clear, I want experienced Deji, not half trained whelps. Now, do we have a deal?” Lord Flam put his hand out. Cyra felt like Gai himself was offering her a deal. If she did this, she could be arrested for treason. She could be hung, and the Deji would be branded as traitors. She knew he wasn’t telling her everything, not even close. He was a lord, a politician, and politicians always lie. 

“If-if there’s a chance that what you’re saying is true, I have no choice. This is the only way to fulfil my duty.” She grasped his hand, her stomach sinking.

***

Hayley found herself in the main office of Grand Seeker Xalon. The first thing she noticed was how incredibly disorganised everything was. Loose files on the desk detailed an experimental teleportation spell - obviously impossible- a plan to locate the lost Sun Horn - very improbable- and a recipe for a curry that “burns cold” whatever the hell that meant.

Fortunately, the old coot didn’t invest heavily in security. Most of the drawers in his desk had simple key locks, all based on the same standardised key. Hayley couldn’t pick locks, but she did have a magic key that was able to adjust to simple locks. Opening them up, she went through everything he had.

The problem wasn’t finding secrets, or even finding evidence of criminal behaviour. Hayley quickly found evidence of several crimes ranging from breaking into secure facilities to steal magical research, to investigating illegal magic. Hayley didn’t care about any of this. His attempts to teleport were illegal, but only because they would likely get him killed. Every now and again, a mage convinces themselves it’s possible to manipulate dimensions or create a wormhole. If they are lucky, their attempt proves futile and nothing happens. If they do achieve anything, they usually die horribly. In some cases, they’re compressed into a tiny point, in others they’re torn to pieces. Either way, no one has ever succeeded in teleporting anything.

The attempts to find the Sun Horn were mildly more likely to succeed, so Hayley noted down what they had on the off chance it would somehow be useful. She searched for several minutes, repeatedly stopping to hide when someone walked by.

The next thing she found was a letter to Septimius. Apparently, he had found the sealed body of Gorgath and invited Xalon to study it. This was disturbing, but by itself not an issue.

Further letters discussed the possibility of controlling a demon with druidic magic. A fools pipedream if ever there was one. But ultimately, not a significant threat. If they tried to control one of the surviving demons, all they would achieve is getting themselves killed.

Eventually, she found something interesting.

It was a research book like the others, except this one was encoded. It wasn’t even written in standard characters, using a strange mix of symbols from various languages, including several that Hayley didn’t know. Hayley tried to run the first few sentences through the standard cyphers she had been taught, but they all resulted in pure gibberish. Whatever this was, Xalon had decided it was significant enough to be worth protecting very closely.

It’s so long. There exists a magic item that can record an image by imprinting it onto a specially treated piece of parchment, allowing the user to look back on it at a later date. It’s like a painting, only significantly faster and with near perfect detail.

Unfortunately, this object cost a small fortune, so even as a vassal of the king, Hayley could not afford such an item. King John himself owned one, of course, but she had only seen it once.

So she was left with a few choices. The first option was to spend hours transcribing every line of the text into one of her notebooks, on the assumption it would be something important. The second was to merely copy the first page or 2, hoping they would give her enough information to crack the cipher and return later (risking discovery a second time). The final choice was to simply steal it, ensuring they knew someone was onto them, but at least she could crack the code at her leisure and would likely be able to get away without anyone noticing her.

She quickly eliminated the third option. Tempting as it was, one of her key advantages was that the Seekers did not know she was on to them. And there was also every chance that he had some way of tracking the book. Hayley could cast a basic tracking spell, but she was under no delusions. There existed many trackers who were far superior to her who would be able to find the book even if she attempted to conceal it.

Option 1 was out for similar reasons; she couldn’t afford to linger any longer than she already had. She could already hear people returning to the compound. Xalon could literally walk in at any minute. So reluctantly she got to work copying as fast as she could, planning to move on with an incomplete version of the text.

Let’s see what the code breakers make of this.


Chapter 30: Gift

Mina burst into the bedroom, Raven a safe distance behind her. She relaxed when she saw their intruder was Imra, a member of the Truth seekers. She was sitting on Mina’s bed, looking into the middle distance.

“Can I help you with something?” Mina asked, folding her arms to show her irritation at having her private quarters invaded, especially while she was out.

“Ah, you’re finally back!” She jumped up from the bed. She looked past Mina. “And Raven’s with you, aren’t I lucky?”


“Um, is there something you need from us?” Mina asked, confused by the woman’s jubilant attitude. 

“Ah! Right, right. Sorry, I got sidetracked. I got you a gift, Raven,” she said, reaching into her pocket. She produced a bangle with a gem implanted in it. Raven looked at her oddly.

“... thanks.”


If she was bothered, Imra didn’t show it. “It’s a magic item, an enhancer to be specific.” Enhancers are a subtype of magic items that, instead of allowing the user to cast a spell that they couldn’t usually, enhances the user’s abilities in a specific area. They are much rarer than regular magic items, because they require a much greater level of skill to create. Even a relatively small improvement would be incredibly expensive. “This one’s designed to improve your tracking ability. I figured it would be helpful for the dungeon dive.” 

Raven grabbed the bracelet, suddenly very interested. “Thank you.” She hugged Imra suddenly. “I promise, I’ll put this to good use.”


Imra swooned at the gesture, only recovering when Raven released her. “Ah, well, I’m glad you like my gift so much!” 

Raven examined it carefully. “I do.”

Imra shifted a little, seemingly unsure of herself. “I should be getting going. But one last thing: don’t be too showy with that bracelet, okay?”

“Why?” Mina asked, her instincts triggered.

“It’s kinda, sorta, very illegal,” Imra said, laughing and waving her hand. “But don’t worry, it’s not dangerous or anything. It’s just a Lilithian artifact.”

It felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. Raven had been about to put the bangle on, but stopped just before it slipped over her thumb. Imra was the only one unaffected.

“You- why do you even have such a thing?” Mina demanded.


“I have my ways,” Imra responded, winking playfully. “But seriously, you can’t tell anyone about this or I’ll have to deny it. That includes Truth seekers. This could get me in a lot of trouble.” 

“We don’t want it,” Mina said firmly. Raven pulled the bracelet off of her hand, but she didn’t give it to Imra. “Raven, surely you’re not thinking about using it.”

“Thank you for the gift.” Raven put the bracelet in her pocket, the top of it poking out. “I promise I’ll use it responsibly.”


“I know you will.” Imra hugged Raven again, a gesture which she awkwardly returned. Then she left, leaving the pair in shock. 

“You can’t seriously be considering this,” Mina said as soon as the door was shut.

“I am.”

“Raven, this isn’t wise. This is just a mission. If anyone finds out you have that, you could get into a lot of trouble.” Mina gestured to it, careful not to touch it in case it cursed her. She didn’t think it was that easy to get cursed, but when it came to Lilith, all the normal rules of magic didn’t apply.

“I need this,” Raven said, looking at the bracelet intensely. “It’s the only way I’ll be able to track him down.”

Mina deflated, seeing Raven’s stony expression. “Raven, I understand you need revenge. What Crow did was despicable, and you have every right to regain your honour. But to go about it in this way…”

“This is the reason I took this job,” Raven said. “If we can study Lilith’s magic, it might be possible for me to finally break through Crow’s defences.”


“Raven,” Mina said, her voice strained. “There’s got to be another way.”


“There isn’t. I’ve tried for months. I’ve studied every tracking spell I could find, trying to improve my magic, but it’s not enough. Crow’s too good.” Raven gripped the bangle in her pocket, her knuckles turning white. “I’ve made my decision.” 

Mina sat down on the bed, letting out a deep sigh. “I won’t condemn you.” Raven looked at her, her expression giving nothing away. Mina tapped the bed beside her. Raven sat down. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t rush into this blindly. This whole gift thing is suspicious.”

Raven looked at the bangle again, then set it on the bedside table. “I’ll make sure it’s not cursed. But once I’m sure, I’m doing it.”

“I know,” Mina said. She looked at the bangle, narrowing her eyes. How could she have possibly got her hands on something like that?

Mina had only met Imra briefly, but she didn’t seem very impressive. She was the sort of woman you’d forget about shortly after meeting her. Evidently, Mina’s impression of her was very wrong. “I’m going to see what I can learn about our mutual friend Imra as well. This ‘gift’ of hers is not the sort of thing you’d give to a mere acquaintance.”

“She could be telling the truth. It would help with our mission.”


“It would,” Mina conceded. “Nevertheless, it’s bizarre.” 


Chapter 31: The Date Ends

“Thanks for coming out with me tonight,” Solon said. Felimie’s first date with Solon came to an end as he escorted her back to the Truth seekers compound. The large building loomed ominously against the night sky.

“Y-yes, I did as well,” Felimie said. She looked at his hand; not for the first time that night. She knew that on dates, couples tended to hold hands, particularly while they were walking around. She wondered if she was doing something wrong, not holding his hand, but then she knew Solon was the commanding type. Perhaps he would be offended if she tried to hold his hand when he wanted to be the one to initiate. Unless he was deliberately waiting so that she could move at her own pace, in which case she was going incredibly slowly. Solon held open the door to the compound for her.

Would Solon be angry at her for going slow? She didn’t think so, but maybe he would. The date had gone very well; he had clearly been having fun (Felimie was reasonably certain about this because he smiled and laughed a lot). She would hate for it to end poorly.

“Well, we’re here,” Solon said, gesturing to her door. Felimie looked at it in surprise, only now realising the walk was over. “I had a nice time tonight.”

“Yes! I did too,” Felimie yelled, then mentally cursed herself for shouting. Solon smiled at her endearingly. He reached out, stroking her cheek.

“I would like to kiss you, if that’s what you want,” he said. Felimie felt like she was about to collapse.

How can he just say stuff like that? Doesn’t he get embarrassed? She bit her lip, looking up at him nervously. “Th-that would be okay?”

He pulled her towards him, bending slightly as he approached. It felt like he was moving in slow motion, yet somehow his lips touched hers so quickly, too. Felimie briefly froze at the contact. His lips were soft, and it was surprisingly pleasant. A brief part of her mind reminded her that her reaction to the kiss was merely biological. It was swept away as she felt herself pulling him closer. When did she wrap her arms around him? She let out a soft moan as his own arms snaked around her body, making her feel safe and comfortable, but also desirable. She loved the feeling and never wanted it to end.

But eventually it did. Solon pulled away, leaving her slightly out of breath and feeling distinctively hot- in every meaning of the word. “That was really something, wasn’t it?” Felimie said, then immediately wished she had said nothing. What the hell was that?

“Yes, it was,” Solon replied smoothly, stroking her cheek.

What do we do now? Felimie wanted to kiss him again. She also simultaneously wanted to do more and was terrified of what more might entail. Men expected sex after dates; she had read enough novels to know that. In those novels, women usually offered themselves to men who caught their interest immediately, something Felimie had not done. Solon didn’t seem bothered by this, though. Still, she didn’t want to seem like a prude. What do the maidens usually say before giving themselves to the heroes? “Should I- do you want to come in?”

Solon looked at her oddly. Felimie mentally cursed, thinking she had done something wrong. “Let’s leave it here for tonight. It’s late, and we’re still just getting to know each other.”

Felimie felt relief wash over her. She had no idea what she would’ve done if he said yes. “Thank you.” Solon raised his eyebrows, his eyes sparkling with mirth. “I mean-”


“Why don’t you pick our next date? We’ll do whatever you want,” Solon said. Felimie was grateful he cut her off before she said something stupid. She had been so relaxed until they were walking home. As soon as it occurred to her that they might have sex, she became a nervous wreck who could barely get a sentence out. 

“Sure. That… that sounds great. Thank you.” Solon kissed her on the forehead.


“Goodnight, Felimie,” he whispered, dispelling the tension building inside her. 

“Goodnight, Solon.”

***

Solon enjoyed his date with Felimie. A part of him was surprised she suggested going to her room so soon, but he supposed that was her lack of experience making her overcompensate. He wasn’t sure, but he suspected that she was a virgin (he didn’t ask, as he had no doubt such a line of questioning would only make her more nervous). Considering that, he decided it was important to go slowly, so she didn’t feel rushed to do anything. It’s not like there was any great urgency. It was actually kind of nice, having such a chaste relationship. He wasn’t lying either; he really was tired.

I’m super horny, though. He thought about waking Mina or Raven up for some midnight fun, but decided against that too. It felt like it would cheapen his time with Felimie. While he did occasionally make exceptions, he rarely had sex with more than one of his girlfriends in a single day. He felt it was important to give each of them their own time, having independent dates and such with each of them, in addition to the time they spent together as a group. If Raven and Mina are a thing now, this’ll get even more complicated.

Solon immediately thought about threesomes. How could he not? His 2 girlfriends were considering dating each other; it’s impossible to not even consider the idea. He pushed open his bedroom door. I should really talk to them, figure out-

“Solon, you’re finally back,” Mina said. She was sitting on the bed beside Raven, the pair both looking unusually tense.

“I am. Is everything okay?” He asked slowly, taking in the strained atmosphere. He closed the door behind him quietly. Guess things didn’t go well.

“Raven, show him.” Raven picked up a sparkly bangle from the bedside table, presenting it to him. Solon reached out to grab it.

“It’s pretty, where did-” he felt the aura around it. “-it’s magic?”


“Lilithian magic,” Mina said. Solon stopped, his hand hovering an inch away from the magic item. 

“Okay. I have loads of questions…”

Solon didn’t get the rest he so desperately wanted, as the next 2 hours of his life were filled with endless questions and discussions about the strange magical item that had just fallen into their laps. And more importantly, the strange woman (who he had almost entirely forgotten about) who gave it to them, who she was, and what to do about her.


Chapter 32: Who Is Imra?

Team Shining Steel’s next dungeon dive was going to be tomorrow. Provisions had to be prepared, and Xalon was pouring over the data gathered with Felimie to ensure that nothing was missed. This meant they had a day to figure out what to do about the strange situation they had found themselves in.

Imra had asked that they not tell everyone she gave them the bangle, and they decided to honour her request. In addition to not wanting to alienate a potentially powerful ally, it was also wise not to go around showing off a Lilithian artifact. This didn’t mean they wouldn’t tell anyone, however, just that they were going to be selective.

Fortunately, Solon knew a certain someone with experience with strange magic items, including powerful artifacts: his master, Shinsui. Raven reluctantly agreed not to use the bangle until they had it examined properly. While Solon was studying the magic item’s properties with his master, Mina decided to go in another direction. One that suited her skill set better. Learning about Imra.

Mina did this with Angel, having filled her in on the basics of the situation when they found her the next morning.

“Where did you venture off to last night?” Mina asked. They were sitting in the market at a small bench, picking at a breakfast that had long since gone cold. The various merchants were screaming at people to buy their wares in a way that seemed far too aggressive, some even physically grabbing people.

“I ran into someone I know. We got to talking and then I couldn’t find you guys again, so I went to bed.” Angel shrugged. “By the sounds of it, I missed an interesting evening.”


“I suppose you could say that,” Mina said, coughing into her hand. “There he is.” 

Angel stood up, striding over to their target with purpose. “Hiya, funny running into you here?”

“Wow, what a wonderful treat to run into you 2 again. Are you ready to embrace the light of Soleil?” Natsu asked, his smile lighting up the morning. The decision to speak to Natsu hadn’t been an easy one. Their first instinct had been to ask other members of the Truth seekers, but they feared this would alert Imra to their suspicions. They chose Natsu because they knew he wouldn’t tell her anything, as he had no love for the Truth Seekers.

“I’m more of a general worshipper. Like, all the goddesses have their part to play,” Angel said, bobbing on the spot. “But that’s not super important right now. We actually have something to ask you about.”

“It’s Soleil’s belief that to share knowledge is the greatest kindness that mortals are capable of.” Natsu got a strange far off look on his face.

“I’ll take that as a yes. So we were wondering what you know about Imra.”


“Imra?” 

“She’s a member of the Seekers of the Absolute Magic,” Mina said, joining the conversation.

“Well, that’s true. But it’s funny to hear people referring to her by her bare name. I guess she doesn’t use her title much anymore though,” Natsu said, scratching his cheek.

Angel and Mina shared a look. This seemed promising. “I was unaware she held a title,” Mina said at last. “Unless you mean her position as a Seeker.”

“No, nothing so silly. I mean a real title. She’s a lady. She’s Septimius’ cousin, though you’d never know it! She’s an outcast because she’s not blessed,” Natsu said, his grin somehow growing even wider.

“Blessed?” Angel asked.

“Soleil decides who has ki, and other goddesses decide if a person is capable of magic. Well, she’s capable of neither.” Natsu laughed loudly. “They must’ve known she wasn’t worthy, so they decided to keep her in her place. That’s probably why she joined the Seekers; those freaks will take anyone.”


It was disturbing talking to such a fanatic. He said such cruel things with such a sweet smile. Mina didn’t believe anything he said about magic or ki. While some possessed greater talent than others, this was not due to the goddesses’ will. If they were capable of denying those of poor character abilities, Lilith would’ve never risen in the first place. “Has she engaged in illicit activities?” 

“Well duh! She’s a member of that grubby organisation; of course she’s up to something. I bet she does some real sick stuff.”

“Why don’t you arrest her if she’s a baddie?” Angel asked, tilting her head.

“Because we’re the good guys. We don’t arrest people unless we know they’ve done bad stuff. And yeah, we know she’s done bad stuff but we don’t know-know she’s done bad stuff. Do you understand?” Based on the expression on Angel’s face, she did not understand. “Okay, so like, if you see someone stab someone, you arrest them. Easy. But if we think she stabbed someone at some point but don’t really know the details, we can’t just haul her in and arrest her. That’d be bad.”

“A most admirable view of justice. We embrace a similar system when enforcing the law in my hometown,” Mina said. It was actually a pleasant surprise that the fanatic at least had some morals.

“Right, it’s been fun gossiping girls, but I’ve got to go so unless you want a quick conversion…” he looked at them expectantly, as if there was any chance they would accept. Mina was already a Soleil worshipper, but she had no intention of joining the Deji.

Angel fiddled with her hair. “No, thanks.”

“I’m afraid I must refuse you.”

“More’s the pity. Then I’ll be off. Justice must be served,” Natsu said, then walked away, surveying the crowd with friendly eyes full of malice and a bright smile with no warmth.

“That was weird,” Angel said. “So Imra’s secretly a noble.”

“Nobles and schemes go hand in hand, so it is hardly a surprise. In all likelihood, she was merely the chosen delivery system of Septimius,” Mina said. “Septimius has already told us; he can’t be seen to be directly involved in what we are doing.”

“So… we’re good. It was just our ally helping us out?”


Mina looked at Angel with a raised eyebrow. “You truly believe that Septimius is our ally?” 


Chapter 33: Codebreaker

Vala thought being selected to serve the king would be glamorous. When she was young, she always heard about the decadent parties and the amazing magic performed by his court wizards. The reality of the situation was rather different from what she imagined.

Vala spent most of her time managing the Homing Diaries. Homing Diaries were expensive, but vital to the information network of the country. A pair of Homing Diaries were 2 books that reflected each other’s contents. Anything that is written in one will naturally appear in the other. This is because the paper inside them comes from the Gemini tree, which has the same magical property. They only grew in pairs, one spouting on either side of Mount Gemini, making them incredibly difficult to farm. Particularly because any damage inflicted on one would kill both. King John had many agents spread throughout the nation and beyond, naturally waiting for messengers to deliver their reports would be woefully inefficient.

She was sitting in her small alcove, looking at the blank pages of a dozen different books belonging to a dozen different operatives. There was no way of telling when a message would come through, but if one did, she had to deliver it immediately to the right person. A delay was unacceptable. The flickering of candlelight had Vala struggling to stay awake, but she fought the urge to rest. She was lucky to have her position and wasn’t about to squander it.

Like many of the pages, she gained her position rather abruptly after the Blue Pox all but wiped out the previous royal court. King Richard had died suddenly, followed shortly by his nephew and heir, Prince Hemin, and the spare heir, Prince Greo. This had led to a period of chaos when the throne was left empty while they tracked down John.

John had been out of favour with King Richard. He lacked talent with both ki and magic, never achieving much despite having some of the best teachers in the world. Some people simply didn’t have the knack for it. Many of the deceased King Richard’s courtiers had insulted or otherwise offended him, so there was a fear that his return would lead to his dismissing the few people left alive who had any knowledge of how to run the country.

Fortunately, John was not so unwise. He forgave them all magnanimously, allowing for as smooth a transition of power as was possible given the circumstances. Even so, there were still lots of empty seats in the royal court, allowing low ranking nobles to seize key positions.

Vala was one such noble. She was the daughter of a knight, but that was her only claim to peerage. She wouldn’t even inherit her mother’s title. However, her mother had been a friend to John when he was an out of favour third prince with a dead father. King John remembered her kindness and rewarded Vala by making her one of his personal pages. In time, she would become a squire and then a knight in the royal court, after which the sky was the limit. She might even become a landed noble lady!

But all of that was still years away. For now, she had to focus on her uninteresting task. She snapped to attention when she saw words forming on one of the pages. Whose diary is that?

The diary started speaking about a coded text that needed deciphering. Vala started searching for the standard cipher keys, before seeing that it wasn’t based on one of them. So instead, she went out to search for a code breaker to interpret the message.

***

Hayley could’ve tried to find a local code breaker. But why go through the trouble? King John had the most talented code breakers in the world in his employ for this exact reason. Some nerd from the local market would obviously be a downgrade, not to mention a potential information leak.

Or so she thought. With regret, the code breaker has failed to decipher the code so far. He says he will keep trying, but in all likelihood, there is a text or code that is being used to encode it. He says that without the original text, it will be nearly impossible for him to break it, especially because he does not have the entire text.

Hayley scrunched up her nose in irritation. She wrote back. Would it be better to get the full text, or should I search for this key?


The response was almost instant. Both. 

“Fuck.” Hayley quickly signed off, then closed the book with a sigh. “That was fucking useless.”

How the hell am I supposed to figure out what the key is?


Chapter 34: The Bangle

“So, what are we looking at here?”

Shinsui hummed, rubbing his chin. He had a magic monocle over his eye as he looked at the bangle. The monocle gave him mana sight like a Manaborn. “It’s a genuine Lilithian artifact, or more accurately, a Lilithian magic item.” Raven and Solon had given him the item to investigate. They were in Shinsui’s basement, a windowless room below his house. It doubled as a sort of magic investigation room, filled with various magic items from his travels and the equipment he used to test the abilities of the items. During his travels, Shinsui encountered lots of magic items, many of which were cursed. Naturally, he developed the skill set to figure out which were safe to use, which needed a curse breaker and which were unsalvageable.


“What’s the difference?” Solon asked. 

“Lilith can’t create true artifacts; only the gods can. Her magic was miraculous, but it was still human in nature. Eventually, it would end. Only divine magic can be truly eternal,” Shinsui said, falling back into his role as a teacher without missing a beat.

“But Lilith’s demons are immortal,” Solon said.


“They’re not truly immortal; they die all the time. They’re just really hard to kill,” Shinsui said, still looking at the bangle. “The difference is divine artifacts don’t need to be charged; they naturally have all the power they’ll ever need and produce more endlessly. Lilith’s demons drain mana from the environment. This may halt their aging, but even that has its limits.” 

“Is the bangle cursed?” Raven asked, showing just a hint of impatience.

“It’s a Lilithian magic item; it is cursed by its very nature as is everything else she ever created,” Shinsui said, putting it down with distaste. “But if you’re asking if it has any secondary magic effects that may cause an adverse reaction, then no, it does not.”

“So I can use it.” Raven reached for it, but was stopped by Shinsui grabbing her wrist.

“When you use a magic item, you mix your magic with it. This means a skilled enchanter can see who’s previously used a magic item, and more significantly if you’ve used a magic item it’s aura will cling to you. It’ll fade eventually, but for a few days, maybe even weeks, the aura will be detectable. You need to understand that Lilithian magic is illegal. If you do this and someone finds out…”

Solon scrunched up his nose. “What is the penalty for Lilithian magic?”


“Death,” Shinsui said. “And I wouldn’t go hoping for clemency either. Even nobles have been executed in the past. Just owning this thing is dangerous.” 

“Is there a way to disguise the magic?” Solon asked, pragmatically.

“Of course,” Shinsui said. He took off the monocle. “But nothing’s perfect. The best you can do is obscure the aura, making it harder to detect.”

“Do it,” Raven said, looking at the bangle intensely. Shinsui looked at Solon, his lips set into a thin line.

Solon nodded seriously. “We need to do this. Will you help us?”

Shinsui sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I could never say no to my students,” he muttered. He picked up a box filled with strange items, rummaging through them, he placed them on the table haphazardly. There was an old oil lamp, a golden ring with glowing lettering and a dagger which drew Solon’s eye.

“Don’t touch that, you especially wouldn’t agree with it,” Shinsui said, putting the dagger away again. “Ah! Here it is.” He put a waterskin on the table.

“Wait, why can’t I touch the dagger?”

“It’s designed to kill healers. A nasty thing, it’ll corrupt your healing magic and turn it against you if you’re not strong enough to resist,” Shinsui said, moving the box away. Solon took a step back cautiously. “But that’s not important. This waterskin is filled with something called Pure Water.” Solon waited patiently, looking at Shinsui. Shinsui rolled his eyes. “It’s more impressive than it sounds. Pure Water isn’t really water, although I have watered it down a lot. It’s actually an elixir that cleans your magic aura; it’s great for curse breaking- or for hiding it when you’ve been using a magic item you’re not supposed to.”

“Cool,” Raven said, picking up the waterskin. She popped the top off, sniffing it curiously.

“Is it safe?” Solon asked, eyeing it suspiciously.

“Mostly. Just only take a tablespoon’s worth and don’t use it more than once a day, anything more and it starts messing with your natural magic, in the worst case you could end up destabilising your aura and becoming incapable of magic for a while,” Shinsui said, giving Raven a firm look. Raven nodded, putting the stopper back on.

“And this’ll hide anything we do?”


“I mean, mostly, like yeah, for your purposes.” Solon was not impressed. “Unless a professional curse breaker decides to start casting very specific spells on you.” Shinsui wiggled his fingers. “The point is, it’ll be really hard to tell, and sometimes when it comes to evil magic, that’s the best you can hope for. Seriously, it’ll be fine. Have I ever let you down before?” Solon stayed silent, deciding not to answer that particular question. Shinsui pouted. “What did I do to deserve such a rude student?” 

“I’m going to use it,” Raven said, reaching for the bangle.

Shinsui stopped her again. “Not here, you aren’t. Too many volatile magic items in my house that could interact with the magic from that bracelet of yours. In fact, if you want this to work best, you’d be better off not using it in the city at all.”

“Why?” Raven asked.

“The festival means there’s more magic here than in the capital right now. Most of it's benign, but that doesn’t mean it won’t interfere with your spell, potentially making it fail. Particularly if you’re not used to having a lot of background mana, which, considering you used to be a druid, I’m guessing, is the case?” Raven nodded. “Also, the Deji have magic items designed to sense various types of mana, including Lilithian magic. For both safety and effectiveness, I’d recommend doing it on the outskirts.”

“It might be a good idea to do this after the mission is done,” Solon said hesitantly. “We still don’t know exactly what Imra is up to.”

Raven didn’t look happy, but with a sigh she put the bangle away. “I’m going to do it. I need to find him.”


“I know and I agree. He tried to kill me too, remember? But I don’t want to end up tangled in Seeker politics because we jumped the gun,” Solon said, putting a hand on her shoulder. 

“Ah, my little Solon is all grown up,” Shinsui said, wiping away an imaginary tear. “I never thought I’d see the day you act so mature.”

“I’ve always been mature.” Shinsui stayed silent, staring at him. Solon crossed his arms with a grunt. “What did I do to deserve such a rude mentor?”

Raven put her hand on his shoulder. “I think you’re immature, too.”


Chapter 35: Delve

Solon cursed as they reached yet another dead end. “Alright team, reverse directions. Where we went right at the crossroads, we’ll go left instead,” he announced, turning around. After Mina filled him in on what Imra had been up to, they had gone down into the labyrinth again.

This route was rather well known for its magical properties; while it didn’t have a Boss monster, the walls themselves made the area dangerous. In most dungeons, the only threats were monsters, but in any place with massive amounts of raw mana, weird stuff can happen. In the case of the labyrinth, massive walls rose randomly from the ground, blocking paths without warning.

Fortunately, the walls sunk into the ground just as often, otherwise the route would be utterly impossible to traverse (unless someone was willing to break down the walls every time). The constantly changing walls meant that it was impossible to buy a map. If someone tried to make one, it would be invalid as soon as they reached the surface.

It also meant that the standard configuration didn’t work as well. A vanguard couldn’t be reliably placed when a wall could drop at any minute, revealing half a dozen monsters at the team’s flank. So instead, the team arranged themselves into a circular formation centred around Felimie, the only non-combatant. This meant their progress was frustratingly slow, but the lack of a Boss monster at least meant the danger was relatively manageable despite the strangeness of the area.

“Raven, can you do anything to help us get through this?” Solon asked, as they reached the crossroads. Only, it wasn’t a crossroads anymore, instead it had become a straight path.

“No.”

“Are you sure, maybe if you-”


“Yes. I’ve tried,” Raven said, ending the conversation. Solon sighed, deciding to move on. He doubted he’d think of some way of using Raven’s magic that she couldn’t. 

“Don’t worry. The walls’ pattern is complex, but we are making progress. We’ve been steadily descending for an hour now.” Felimie held up some sort of magic item. “If we maintain our current pace, we should reach our destination before nightfall.”

“Interesting choice of phrase,” Mina muttered, gesturing to the glowing walls. There was no sunlight visible in the labyrinth. Solon chuckled, but he was the only one. Angel was looking oddly distracted, staring off into the middle distance.

She’s been acting like that all day. Is she worried about Imra? Solon scratched his chin. “Hey, Angel-” the ground rumbled, a block of stone shooting up, splitting the team into 2 halves. Solon tried to block it with his chains, but they were crushed. “Is everyone okay?” Angel was with him, looking at the wall in shock. No one else had ended up on his side, the rest of his teammates presumably together. “Hey, can anyone hear me?”

Still no response. “Hey guys!” Angel’s scream was much louder, but similarly went unanswered.

“It’s probably too thick to hear us,” Solon said, feeling the smooth stone under his hand. “Think you can break it down?” Angel thumbed her hammer awkwardly. “Angel?”

“What? Oh! Right, yeah, my hammer, um, I guess?” She swung at the wall. It hit with a mighty crash, but didn’t even chip it.

“That’s one tough wall. This place really is a nightmare,” Solon muttered. He guessed that the rest of his team was doing the same thing on the other side. “Alright, in that case, let’s turn around. We’ll find another way down.”


“But it was a dead-end behind us,” Angel pointed out. Solon shrugged. 

“It won’t be anymore. I did some reading up on this place. Apparently, there’s always a way out and a way down,” Solon explained. Xalon had given him a packet with information on the 3 routes so he could prepare himself. He had offered it to his teammates, but Angel evidently had not read her copy.

“Oh, that’s… super weird. How does that work? Like, does it feel the need to play fair or something?” Angel said, rushing to walk at Solon’s side.

“I guess. Dungeons are weird. I mean, they’re literally a manifestation of Gai’s emotions, except they can have aspects of the goddesses. Maybe one of the goddesses makes sure that Gai gives us a fair shot at succeeding?” Solon shook his head. “I’m just guessing. I have no idea how any of this works.”

“It sounds reasonable to me,” Angel said, looking around with that same absentminded expression she had before. “Do you think the others are okay?”


“Raven and Angel are both stronger than us; we’re the ones in danger,” Solon said dryly. “Speaking of which, we have no scout. So keep your eyes peeled. This dungeon isn’t known for ambush monsters, but that doesn’t mean an anomaly can’t happen.” 

Generally, dungeons only produce a certain type of monster, with Bosses being stronger versions of what they normally produce. But occasionally, a dungeon will produce a monster that’s completely at odds with what it normally makes, sometimes drastically. It’s not unheard of for an ice themed dungeon to suddenly produce a Flamekin, for example.

“... Right.”

“Is something going on with you? You seem distracted.” Angel turned to him in shock, confirming that something, in fact, was going on. “Would you like to talk about it?”

“Talk about what?” She stalled, obviously.

“Whatever’s bothering you. We’re a team, aren’t we? We help each other out.” Angel’s expression hardened. Evidently, that was the wrong thing to say. “Have I done something to offend you?”

“No, look, just don’t worry about it. Like you said, we’re a team. I’ll do my bit and you do your bit and everything will work out okay,” Angel said sharply. Solon felt like he should be apologising for something, but for the life of him, he couldn’t think what. He didn’t think anything he had said was offensive.

They continued down the path in silence.

***

Mina punched the wall with as much Ki as she could pump into her fist. She felt her bones creaking, threatening to break from the sheer force. “Not even a dent.”

“Thanks, Raven, I didn’t notice that,” Mina said, dusting off her fist.

“You’re welcome.” Mina could never tell if Raven was messing with her, or if she genuinely didn’t understand sarcasm. Her expression gave nothing away.

“You won’t be able to break the wall down. The labyrinth’s walls are all filled with incredibly dense mana, especially here,” Felimie said, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Only a few people have ever managed to break down a wall, and they usually worked in teams with someone on either side.”

Mina grunted, turning her back on the wall. “Very well, I give up.”

“Now what?” Raven asked. Mina instinctively looked for Solon, before remembering that he wasn’t around. “I’m asking you.”


“Me?” Mina pointed at herself. 

“I was given to understand that you’re the second in command.” Felimie shuffled through her notes. “Here it is. In the event of Solon’s incapacitation, there is a chain of command. The chain of command is Solon, then Mina, then Raven, and finally Angel.”

“Right. It’s not come up in so long I almost forgot,” Mina said, shifting her weight between her feet. “When did he give you that?”


“It’s a standard guild document; he would have filled it in as team leader,” Felimie said, offering it to her. Mina took it, but didn’t really read it. 

“Remember, when Angel joined, Solon had us redo it,” Raven said.

Mina did not remember, but grunted her agreement because it didn’t really matter and she was bored talking about it. “Alright, this wall is a problem, but we can’t break it down, so I guess we… continue?”

“Sounds good,” Raven said, her expression giving nothing away.

“That sounds like a sensible course of action to me. Solon and Angel will probably do the same thing,” Felimie said, smiling and packing her papers away. “Lead the way.”

There was a time when Mina was desperate to be the team’s leader. Now, she wanted nothing more than for Solon to return and take the position away from her. Stay safe, darling.


Chapter 36: Sacrifice

Mina found it was easier to lead the team if she just imagined Solon was there telling her what to do. It felt like it was his decision, so she didn’t need to stress so much about what to do. She knew this was foolish, but it was working well, so she didn’t question it.

They were in a larger room now; the ground was covered with sand. She was currently taking point, while Raven guarded the rear with Felimie in the middle. The Manaborn kept looking around nervously. Mina decided to try to comfort her. “You don’t need to look around like that? Raven is an excellent scout.”


“But elves don’t have mana vision, so if there’s a sudden shift in the mana of the area, she might not notice it as quickly as I would,” Felimie said, still looking around. 

“She’s right,” Raven said.

Decisions made: 1. Incorrect decisions made: 1. Brilliant start, Mina, she thought bitterly. “Yes, well, in that case, I suppose you should continue. I trust you’ve not detected anything so far?”

“No. The walls are dense with mana, but it’s consistent,” Felimie explained, still scanning the area. Mina was worried her neck would get sore, but decided against commenting. She already knew she wouldn’t stop.

“Above you,” Raven warned. Mina looked up just in time to deflect a bulbous stinger aimed straight at her face. A liquid dripped from it, smelling like old vinegar. It dripped onto her shoulder, sizzling against her chainmail. She looked up, seeing a giant red scorpion hanging above her, its tail drawn back, ready for another stab.

“Felimie, fall back.” Mina didn’t have time to check if her order was obeyed. She jumped up, grabbing its tail and slamming it into the ground. “How did this thing sneak up on us?”


“It’s a Fade Scorpion, a Boss monster that appears infrequently in the labyrinth; it can disguise itself near perfectly.” The scorpion scuttled away, then turned invisible. Mina tried to see the disturbances in the sandy floor as it moved, but somehow it made none. 

“Raven, can you track it?” Mina risked a look back at her, seeing her eyes were glowing green.

“Sort of.” Raven shot an arrow that bounced off of thin air.

“What?” Mina rushed to where the arrow hit, lashing out with her fist. She punched the ground, to no effect.

“It’s resisting my spell. I have to keep recasting it.”

“I-I can see it,” Felimie said. She had moved several meters back, cowering.

Damn it. What would Solon do?

***

“Alright, Angel, we need to talk. Tell me what’s wrong. You keep getting distracted, and if you’re not careful, you’ll get yourself hurt,” Solon demanded. Angel didn’t respond, continuing to walk forward. He put an arm in her way, blocking her.

“Hey!” He gestured to the ground, where a very obvious pitfall with spikes at the bottom loomed. She yelped, jumping back. “Fine. I’ll talk.” Solon stayed silent, gesturing to the secondary path behind her. Angel walked ahead, avoiding looking at him. “I’m angry with you.”

“I gleaned that much. I want to know why,” Solon said, somewhat impatiently. Angel pursed her lips, irritated by his attitude; but she had already agreed to keep talking.

“Sapphire told me she’s been paying you to have me on your team,” Angel said, stopping and turning to Solon. Solon looked at her blankly.

“You didn’t know?”


“Obviously,” Angel said, her anger started to seep into her words. “After what happened with my previous team, I wanted to be picked on my own merit. I thought that you wanted me on your team because I did well during the invasion, but apparently not.” Angel turned away, feeling her eyes stinging. She was not going to cry over this. 

“Look, I honestly thought your mum had-”


“She’s not my mum,” Angel corrected irately. 

“What? But you look so much alike.”


“She’s my aunt. My mum’s dead,” Angel said, crossing her arms. Solon ran a hand through his hair. 

“See, this is the problem. You never tell me anything. We’ve been companions for months, and I just found out the woman I thought was your mum is your aunt,” Solon complained. Angel spun around, the stinging in her eyes going away, replaced with anger.

“Oh, so it’s my fault I never asked if you were being paid to work with me?” Angel spat. Solon bit his lip, as if trying to physically hold in a comeback.

“No,” he said at last. “Look, I appreciate this is upsetting, but I really didn’t think you’d care. But if you’re asking if I’d have you on my team without being paid, the answer is yes.”

Angel rolled her eyes. “Sure it is.”


“I’ll tell Sapphire to cancel the payments,” Solon said. “I’d return the money, but I have stuff I need to buy, so I really can’t afford to.” 

Angel didn’t say anything. She didn’t know what to say. Solon was doing exactly what she wanted him to do, and yet somehow she felt worse than ever. I should tell him. But Sapphire will be mad if I do.

“Are we good?” Solon asked, looking at her gently. The guilt gnawed at Angel from inside. She desperately wanted to tell him. She opened her mouth…

… and said nothing. Her eyes were stinging again, the pain in her chest growing by the second. Solon smiled sympathetically.

“Let’s keep moving. We need to meet up with the others.”

***

“Raven, stop attempting to track the beast,” Mina ordered. Raven hesitated for a moment, but did as she asked. “Felimie, point at it for me. Follow it with your finger, and say if it’s moving away or towards you.”


Felimie did as she asked, tracking the monster. Raven still couldn’t see well enough to hit it until Mina kicked up a load of sand. It bounced off nothing, showing where it was. Raven took a shot, but again hit its hard carapace. Her arrow snapped in half. “Flip it for me, then I can kill it.” 

Mina suddenly gasped, blood coming from her chest. Raven fired a quick arrow. Mina grabbed nothing with both hands, then a loud snapping sound filled the air, followed by a ghastly cry of pain. “Fucking bastard…” Juices dripped from the invisible tail. Looking closer, Raven could see the light distorting slightly near the wound. Dropping low, Raven shot a pair of arrows into its soft underbelly. The creature hissed, confirming she had finally managed to hit it properly. “Is it dead?”


“It’s stopped moving,” Felimie said breathlessly. “And it’s mana-” the scorpion shimmered into sight. “-is fading. Yes, it’s definitely dead.” 

“Am I going to die?” Mina said, feeling the hole in her armour. “It doesn’t hurt so I don’t think-”


Mina fell bonelessly to the ground. Raven rushed over to check on her. Her eyes were closed as if she was asleep, but her breathing was ragged. Felimie joined her. “Don’t worry. The venom doesn’t kill unless the target is particularly weak.” Raven sighed with relief. “But she will be unconscious for a while, unless you have some way to heal her.” 

“Solon.” Raven frowned, realising how foolish it was to have no back-up plan for when Solon was unavailable. “Are we near the end?”


“It’s impossible to say. The next hallway could drop down into the temple, or it could go back up, forcing us to search for hours longer.” Felimie shifted awkwardly. “There might be another option…”


“Do it.”


“I… Okay. I need you to guard this room while I set everything up.” Felimie pulled off her pack, pulling out vials filled with powders and other materials. Raven watched with half an eye, focused on the entrances to the room in case another monster came in. 

Felimie was setting up some sort of ritual magic, drawing symbols on the ground in a circle around Mina. Some symbols were just drawn in the sand, while others she drew in chalk or other materials Raven didn’t recognise. Raven couldn’t tell why she did this; she was only able to feel the steadily growing thrum of magic coming from the ritual.

An hour later, she finished the last symbol, the magic circle glowing brightly. Raven briefly broke her focus to check on her. “Is it ready?”

“Yes.” Felimie lied down next to Mina; both of their eyes started glowing. “Stay back. If you enter the circle, you could become the target.”

“The target?” Raven repeated. The glow was growing by the second; it was so bright Raven had trouble looking at it directly.

“I’m pulling the mana out of the venom. Since Fade Scorpions are monsters, their venom is made almost entirely out of mana. Once it’s removed, it’ll be easy for Mina’s immune system to fight off the organic part,” Felimie said, her hands shaking. “But the mana has to go somewhere. Without a target, it could cause a devastating chain reaction. You’re too important to risk, so that leaves only one option.” Raven paused, taking in her words. She was sacrificing herself, willingly taking in the poison to protect Mina. “Don’t worry. It’s unlikely it’ll kill me.”

Raven did not find that reassuring. Mina was definitely strong enough to fend off the venom, but Felimie was a non-combatant. How could she be so sure she could handle it? Raven moved to stop her, but it was already too late. The brightness grew until it was unbearable, forcing her to shield her eyes. When it passed, Mina was sitting up in the circle, looking confused.

“Um, what exactly is going on, Raven?” Mina asked, blinking owlishly.

“We need to hurry. Grab Felimie, she poisoned herself,” Raven said. Mina was clearly baffled, but did as she asked, grabbing the other woman and throwing her over her shoulder easily.

“Let’s go.”


Chapter 37: Camp

Solon found the room without further incident. Fortunately, this room was very distinct, with its giant statue of a dragon at one end and the strange spiky seats facing it. The leading theory was that this room was used as a temple by Gai worshippers, or possibly some other out of favour religion.

Just being here felt strange. Like they were committing some sort of heresy, worshipping a false god. It wasn’t lost on Solon that the dragon almost perfectly matched the description of Unmas he read about in the Radiant Texts. It had holes where its eyes should be. Solon suspected they once had gems in them, before some enterprising adventurer decided to pop them out.

Angel and Solon set up camp near the altar, as it was the only part of the room with enough space to move about freely. Interestingly, there were no monsters in this room, nor had any spawned. Solon did not think it was a sanctuary, he certainly found no evidence that it was. Perhaps even monsters do not wish to come to somewhere so vile.

The door suddenly burst open. Solon rounded on it, drawing on his chains, but soon dismissed them. It was the wayward half of his team. Mina was carrying Felimie over her shoulder. “Felimie’s been poisoned!”


“What with?” Solon said, rushing towards her. “Lay her on the ground.” Mina did as he asked. 

“I was stabbed by a Fade Scorpion, but she did some ritual to draw the poison into herself,” Mina explained quickly. Solon began the spell to try to heal her. “Is she going to recover?”

“Fade Scorpion venom is potent, but it’s easily treated due to its magical nature. She’ll be fine,” Solon said, sending his mana into her body. He slowly sought out the evil mana, expunging it from everywhere he found it. “You’re bleeding. I’m sorry, I need to focus on this. Have you put on any bandages?”


“We didn’t have any,” Mina said, feeling her chest. “The wound is shallow.”


“My pack, in the inside pocket. There’s also a vial of blue liquid with a red stopper you can drink; it’ll help clear the residual effects of any remaining venom,” Solon said, never taking his eyes off of Felimie. Mina rushed off, leaving him to focus on his task. Felimie’s eyes slowly fluttered open. “The ritual was completely unnecessary. Why would you do something so foolish, Felimie?” 

Mina would always survive Fade Scorpion venom; its magical nature meant her ki was a natural counter. She would be paralysed for a time, but recovery was nearly guaranteed. Mages did not have the same resistance. Felimie smiled despite her poisoned state, her eyes fluttering open. “The files recommend against single adventurers facing the labyrinth. The danger was too great. Raven could never protect both me and Mina, so I made it easier for her.”

Solon frowned. “Aren’t you meant to be a genius? How did you pick such a needlessly risky plan?”

“I didn’t want to risk everyone else’s lives,” Felimie said, her smile fading.

“But risking yours was okay? First rule of providing aid, don’t get yourself killed trying to save others,” Solon said, directly quoting Lex.

“... I’m sorry.” Felimie looked like she was about to start crying. Solon sighed. In truth, he wasn’t sure if what she did was the right move or not. Given the situation, it was likely Raven would’ve been overwhelmed. But he didn’t like the idea of Felimie sacrificing herself, even if everything did turn out okay.

“Just don’t do something so rash again, okay? Your life is just as important as everyone else’s,” Solon said. Felimie wiped her eyes, her strength returning. “You do know that, don’t you?”


“Of course I do,” she lied. Solon sighed, softening his expression. 

“Felimie, you do matter. To me, and to Mina, and Raven and Angel and the Seekers and I’m sure a whole bunch of other people,” Solon said. He was done removing the venom, and so could focus on fixing some of the damage it had done.

“I know you like me, but… this is just temporary, isn’t it? Once you get paid, you’ll go off on your next adventure, and I’ll go back to the bookstore alone. I can’t do what you guys do, you don’t need me,” Felimie said, her voice quivering. Solon stroked her hair.

“Do you think I’m dating Mina because she’s tough?” Solon asked.

“Well, no, but-”


“What about Raven? Am I dating her because she’s so good with a bow?”


“I- I guess, not but-”


“Look, you’re right that you can’t join us for all our adventures. But we can still hang out, we can still date,” Solon said, giving her a meaningful look. “You don’t have to work with me to be an important part of my life.” 

Felimie looked like she was going to cry again, but this time she looked much happier. “So… you’ll keep me?”


Solon kissed Felimie passionately. Her lips parted, letting his tongue into her mouth where it found her own. Felimie giggled as they touched, putting her arms around his neck and pulling him deeper. They kissed for a long time, Solon climbing on top of her. Eventually, he broke away, and breathlessly said, “Forever.” 


Chapter 38: Cult

There were dozens of rumours about the ancient magic stored in the statue of Unmas. Some even went as far as to say the soul of the monster was trapped within it, waiting to be freed by one capable of containing his power. Felimie didn’t believe in any of them. In all likelihood, this was merely an offshoot cult that set up shop in the labyrinth. But as a scholar, it wasn’t enough to believe something; she had to prove it.

So, at Xalon’s request, she included the Church of the Dragon as her next visit to the labyrinth. Getting to it had been harder than she expected, but she was nonetheless thrilled to be able to research such an unusual place first hand. Few scholars had ever been to the church, most avoiding the labyrinth because of the obvious danger. That meant it was rife with potential discoveries.

Felimie wanted to rule out any connection to ancient magic first, running the same tests she had done in the first room. Like the other room, the mana was all coalescing underground where it would harmlessly dissipate. There was, however, something unusual about the statue.

“This statue is a mana capture device,” Felimie said. She had surrounded it with runes to investigate its properties. Unsurprisingly, it was not a monster trapped in stasis. It was an unliving piece of rock. But the rock itself was less ordinary. “The mana it’s gathering is remarkable. So intense it’s preventing any monsters from coalescing. Monsters won’t approach it either; to them it feels like a Boss monster of incredible power, so they avoid it.”

“Why would someone create such a thing?” Solon asked. Felimie shrugged.

“It’s a cult. Cults don’t always behave logically. Although, in this case I’d venture it was designed to be used as part of some sort of ritual,” Felimie said, feeling the cold stone. “The mana is building slowly, but since it’s not been used for so long, a lot has built up. Given enough time, it could be used to achieve something spectacular.”

“Should we destroy it?” Solon asked. Felimie gasped.

“How can you say that? This thing is hundreds of years old; it’s a piece of history,” she protested. Solon raised a brow.

“It’s a weapon, and a dangerous one,” Solon said. Felimie tilted her head, then realised her mistake.

“Potentially,” Felimie said slowly. “It’s designed to only be usable to those explicitly given access; if anyone else tries, it’ll reject them. It’s a simple spell, but an effective one. Too simple to easily fool.”

Solon frowned. “Even so, don’t you think we should do something about it? What if someone does figure it out?”

“First of all, no one has for over 3 centuries, so the key is probably lost, leaving no one with access,” Felimie said, shrugging. “But you’re also not the first person to suggest destroying it, nor are you the first to try. People don’t exactly look kindly on a statue of a goddess-killing monster. But evidently, they all failed.”

Solon touched the rock gingerly. “Is it indestructible?”


“Close enough. I guess if someone was really determined, they could find a way, but the mana it’s storing creates a shield around it as a side effect. You could try to slowly bleed the mana away to break it, but that could take longer than your natural lifespan, especially as it’s still charging.” Felimie smiled as she looked at the stone beast. “It truly is a marvel of magical engineering. So simple, yet so effective. Designed to last forever, or as close to it as is possible, anyway.” 

“A statue of Unmas is a disgusting thing. The goddesses destroyed the beast for a reason,” Solon said, sneering at the monster. Felimie rolled her eyes.

“I get what you’re saying, but surely you can appreciate the craftsmanship,” she said, gesturing to the stone teeth. “Every detail is exactly right. The defences designed to protect it forever, even though its creator likely thought it would never be discovered. Passion like this is a rare thing; whoever did this truly cared about his art.”

“Uh-huh.” Solon looked at the statue. “To me, it just looks like an abomination designed to destroy the world.” Felimie pouted. “But I will admit they’ve captured the image well. It’s disturbing how well, but impressive in a way.” Felimie smiled, bouncing on the spot. “So, is this what we’re looking for?”


“Huh? Oh, no, definitely not. It’s interesting, but its magical properties are limited,” Felimie said, walking away from the statue. “It’s another bust. I’m ready to leave whenever you all feel ready.” 

**

Hayley had sent half a dozen potential keys to the code breakers, including the Seekers manifesto and various other documents she managed to steal. None of them proved useful, nor was the code breaker able to figure it out without a key. She even risked breaking into Xalon’s office again, and while she managed to copy more of the text, she found nothing that seemed useful. His personal quarters proved no more illuminating.

The problem was his office was such an overwhelming mess that even if she knew exactly what she wanted, it’d still take hours to find it. How he ever found anything was beyond Hayley; there was clearly no organisational system. Yet, the key would obviously have to be kept to hand. He had written so much, it couldn’t have been written on just one occasion.

If he’s memorised it, then I’ve wasted my time for nothing, Hayley thought bitterly. She was perched on a building overlooking the compound. She had just watched Solon and his team enter, the Manaborn girl tripping over her own 2 feet and losing a piece of paper. It blew away before anyone could catch it, disappearing into the sky. Hayley ducked away as it flew in her direction, not wanting to risk being seen. It flew directly over her head.

It’s the same code. She recognised it on sight. She followed it closely, unwilling to let it out of her eyeline. With a leap, she caught it. It was gibberish, just like Xalon’s. It shared the same strange characters, too. Xalon didn’t have the key, because they weren’t his notes.

“Son of a bitch.” Hayley gripped the paper so tight it almost tore. She knew what she had to do.


Chapter 39: The Slave District

After they dropped Felimie off at the compound, Solon suggested going back to the festival. The middle days were always quieter, but that didn’t mean they weren’t interesting at all. Mina wanted to continue her investigation, and Angel decided to stay with her. So Solon went with just Raven. He said he had a surprise for her that she would like.

Raven knew from the way he smirked it was going to be something sexual. Solon wasn’t nearly as subtle as he liked to think he was.

He took her to a part of the festival cordoned off from the rest, which seemed odd. It had walls blocking anyone from seeing inside. A sign indicated it was “kinky guests-only”, which confirmed her theories it would be sexual.

Going through, they arrived in a large courtyard. The ground felt unusual; it was made of something like leather. The walls were the same. Raven suspected if she fell, it wouldn’t hurt her.

She quickly saw why. A woman was crawling along the floor. She was almost completely naked; her pierced nipples glistening in the daylight. A man led her by a chain attached to her nipple piercings. A sparkling gem covered her asshole, but her pussy was on full display.

Raven noticed her clitoral hood was pierced as well. The piercings weren’t just aesthetic choices, they also had meaning. By getting such an intimate piercing, they are marking themselves as free use for their master. Simply put, they are available for sex whenever and whenever their master wants. Elves got piercings like these during their equivalent to collaring ceremonies, when a willing slave becomes their owner’s property.

Raven looked at Solon, who was looking very pleased with himself. “I want to do that.”

“I thought you would,” Solon said, pulling off his backpack. “Go ahead, strip. This part of the festival is designed for exhibitionists. As long as everyone involved consents, you can do anything you like here, including sex and BDSM. Naturally, voyeurs gather here. They’d never touch you without permission, of course, but they will look if you get naked.”

“I don’t mind if you don’t,” Raven said. Solon smacked her ass, laughing proudly.

“You know me, I’m a show off!” Raven and Solon had discussed this during their conversation about limits. Both enjoyed exhibitionism, although Solon did specify not having anyone else join in who wasn’t a part of his harem. Regrettably, this didn’t include Mina, who had set it as a limit to not do group sex. He didn’t share his slaves. Raven was glad, as she didn’t like the idea of being shared with men, anyway. She did like being shown off, however.

Hands shaking, Raven slipped her dress straps off her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground. Stepping out of it, she let Solon gather it up. He then undid her bra, pulling it off and exposing her breasts. Her nipples rapidly hardened as they were exposed to the cool air.

Raven went to take off her heels.

“Keep the heels on,” Solon said, stopping her. “The thong too; a little mystery keeps things interesting.”

“As you wish, Master.”

He rummaged in his backpack, then pulled out a collar and leash. It was black, with long spikes. “I thought a gothic collar would suit you best. What do you think?”

“I love it,” Raven breathed, excitement building in her chest. She dropped to her knees, feeling the leathery ground beneath her. She lifted her hair out of the way. “Please, collar me, Master.”

Solon secured it around her neck securely. “Is it too tight? It doesn’t restrict your breathing at all?”

“It’s perfect,” Raven said, stroking the spikes. “I love… I love it.”

Solon smiled, petting her head. “Good bitch. Now… crawl.” He grew her heels to their maximum height. Even with her training, Raven wouldn’t be able to walk in them.

Perfect. Solon walked confidently into the main complex, Raven scrambling to keep up. She saw herself in a mirror as she crawled. Her hair was in a ponytail, and her thong left very little to the imagination. Her pert cheeks moved smoothly as she crawled, rubbing against each other. Her breasts hung beneath her, her hard nipples unmistakable.

They headed into a small building with an unusual shape. It was a large pink cone, with the surrounding area tiled the same colour. Raven was mildly surprised when the doors opened before they reached them, but soon saw why.

A pair of slaves had pulled them apart. They were dressed in red zentai suits. Even their eyes and mouths were covered, though they could obviously see somehow. Both were clearly women, and busty ones at that. They were almost identical in appearance, except one was an inch taller and the other had a slightly larger chest.

They lowered their heads submissively when Solon entered, not uttering a syllable.

A woman approached in a latex nurse’s outfit, with a dangerously short skirt and fishnet stockings.

“Hi, this slave is called Tiffany. If you prefer, you can call me cunt, or bitch. I welcome being touched by anyone, anywhere except my asshole - that belongs to Mistress Amanda and is hers and hers alone. Similarly, I don’t have sex with anyone unless given permission by my mistress,” she said the last part firmly, not continuing until Solon nodded his acknowledgement. When he did, she smiled brightly. “Great. Now, are you looking for something specific or just browsing?” 

“I’m planning to start anal training my doll,” Solon said, gesturing down to Raven. Raven blushed at the introduction, loving it but still feeling somewhat embarrassed.

Is it more embarrassing because I like it? She noticed she was smiling as the other woman looked down at her.

“What sort of butt plugs do you have available, Tiffany?” Solon asked, seemingly completely at ease.

“Hmm, considering your goal, it is probably best to get a growing set. Let me have a look,” Tiffany said. She turned around, revealing her plump butt. Raven was surprised when she saw a green light coming from her ass.

Raven looked at Solon, shocked, but he acted as if nothing unusual was going on. Raven remembered hearing someone describing another as like the sun shined out of their ass. She wondered if this was linked in some way.

She went to a counter and pulled out a box. In it was a series of 10 bejewelled butt plugs. The smallest wasn’t even as long as her pinky, and only slightly wider at its thickest point. The biggest was intimidatingly large. Raven found the idea of having that inside her ass hard to believe.

“This is our most popular set,” Tiffany said, handing Solon the box.

“What do you think, doll?” Solon said, looking down at Raven.

“I want to try it. But not the big one,” Raven said. Solon laughed.

“Of course not. This is a training set; we start with the smallest so you don’t get hurt. We’ll go bigger, but only when you’re ready,” Solon said, patting her head. Raven smiled and closed her eyes, enjoying the affectionate gesture.

Raven nuzzled into his hand. “Can we try it now?”

“Of course! Although, once you try it, you have to buy it. We can’t exactly sell these secondhand,” Tiffany said, giggling.

“Yeah, I get that,” Solon said. “Do you have a space prepared?”

“We have 3 options. First is the changing room, although that’s more for lingerie or other clothes. Then there’s the semi private bed, if you’re okay with being watched. If you want total privacy, you can go to the backroom,” Tiffany said, listing them off on her fingers.

“Well, I’m guessing you want to do this in priv-”

“I don’t mind being watched,” Raven said. Solon looked briefly surprised, though she didn’t know why. She had told him before she didn’t mind public use when they discussed limits. She looked up at him, doing her best to look slavish. “I’m not just a slave behind closed doors. I want people to see you take my anal virginity.”

Solon’s surprised expression morphed into a smirk. “Such a sweet slave. Who could possibly turn down such an offer?”

“Fuck, that’s hot,” Tiffany purred. “Do you mind if I watch? I really want to see this.”

Solon didn’t even look at Raven. “Lead the way.”

Tiffany guided them through the store, past multiple shelves filled with toys. Raven saw a whole bunch she wanted to try, but was more focused on what was about to happen. Every shuffle forward, she felt her heart pounding in her chest.

She had never felt so owned before. Solon was going to train her while another beautiful woman watched. It was hot. The backroom was all black, with a padded bench and various equipment on the walls. A lube station made it very clear to Raven what they were there to do.

“Okay, so since this is your slave’s first time, I recommend using lots of lube. The lube is complimentary so seriously, go nuts,” Tiffany said, gesturing to the bottle. “It’s also edible and scented, so her ass should smell like flowers by the time you’re done.”

“The dream,” Raven said flatly. Solon snickered at her joke. He then turned serious again.

“On the bench, doll. Face down, ass up,” he ordered. Raven hopped on, putting her face on the pillow and ass in the air. Solon swatted her ass, then pulled her thong to the side to expose her completely. “It’s about time we started training this ass. An ass this tight needs a plug.”

Raven watched as he got lube on his fingers. Even though she knew it was coming, she still tensed a little when she felt the cold wetness on her rosebud. “Mmm.”

“Just relax, doll.” Solon rubbed small circles on her asshole, letting her get used to being touched there. Tiffany was watching, enraptured. She squeezed her thighs together, a wet patch forming between her legs. “That’s it. Good doll.”

Raven felt as he pressed down into her. She had to consciously relax to let his finger inside. Her ass instinctively clenched. It wasn’t like when he used her pussy; it felt so much more filling. She could feel her pussy getting hotter; whether it was from the sensation of her ass being stretched or being watched by Tiffany, she didn’t know.

“Masturbate for me,” Solon drawled. Raven shoved her hands down the front of her thong, caressing her sex. She saw Tiffany hesitating, then spread her legs and slipped her hand down over her crotch, touching herself experimentally. “I wasn’t talking to you, Tiffany.”

Tiffany froze, her eyes widening with shock. “Ah- I’m sorry, I just-”

“It’s okay; you can do whatever you want. I’m not your master.” Solon never once took his eyes off of Raven. He moved his fingertip about slowly, teasing her from within.

“Right… yeah, I’m just… as long as you guys don’t mind, I’ll masturbate,” Tiffany said, visibly embarrassed, but too engrossed in her task to stop.

“I don’t mind. Do you, doll?” Raven would have agreed to almost anything Solon said. The fact it was for a sexy woman to masturbate as she watched them only made it better.

“Do it.” Raven slapped her own pussy, the sound ringing throughout the room.

“You guys are awesome.” Tiffany lost all restraint, wet, slicking sounds filling the air. Raven’s pussy got even wetter at the sound, knowing the mere sight of her was enough to make a woman feel this way was intoxicating.

Solon pushed deeper inside her. Raven mewled at his touch. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, slut?”

“I am, Master. Your finger feels so good.” Raven dared to push back into him, feeling him go even deeper. “So good.”

“It’s okay to enjoy it. It’s natural for a slave to give her master her asshole.” Solon pushed her hand away from her pussy, taking over teasing her clit. Raven gasped as he pleasured her, making her feel so much better than she ever could alone. “You’re getting close already?”

“Yes!” Raven didn’t care that she was yelling.

“Then cum. Show Tiffany your slutty orgasm face,” Solon ordered harshly. He slipped a finger inside her cunt, touching her g-spot at the same time as his thumb rubbed her clit. Raven gasped, then screamed as her orgasm hit her.

“Yes. Watch this dumb slut cum!” Raven looked right at Tiffany, her tongue lolling out of her mouth like an idiot. Tiffany bucked her hips as she watched, her crotch soaking as she cummed right alongside her.

“Not bad, slut.” Solon pulled out the buttplug, covering it with lube. “You’re ready.”

The buttplug wasn’t very big. It was definitely the smallest they had. But it was still intimidating. “How long do I wear it for, Master?”


“We’ll start slow, but I want to fuck you with it in.” Solon turned to Tiffany. “You can watch as I double penetrate her.” 

“Thank you,” Tiffany breathed. She licked her lips. “I will.”

“Now, spread your cheeks.” Raven grabbed her buttcheeks, pulling them apart to reveal her asshole. Solon rubbed the end of the buttplug against it slowly, just like he had done with his finger. “Are you ready?”


“Yes.” 

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Master. I’m ready to wear a buttplug for you. I’m ready to train my ass so it can please your cock. I’ll wear it all day every day if that’s what you want. I’ll do whatever it takes to be the best slave I can be for you!” Raven looked back at him, practically salivating with need. Solon smirked in a way that made her knees wobble. He pushed the buttplug into her slowly but firmly, giving her time to adjust to its size. Raven bit her lip, feeling as it entered her. It was hardly any bigger than Solon’s finger, yet somehow the difference felt so significant. “Keep going. It’s good. I’m going to be a good anal slave.”

Raven rubbed her pussy, purring as she was trained. “That’s it. Rub yourself to relax, slut. Let it in.” The base hit her rear, her asshole clinging around it. “All in, well done, slut. You’ve made me so proud.”

“I’m a good slut.” Raven wiggled her ass experimentally, feeling the toy inside her. It didn’t move or hurt like she feared, but the sense of having something inside her was impossible to miss. “Is it pretty?”

“It’s sexy.” Solon stroked it, then gave her ass a firm spank. “Because I know you’re wearing it for me. Your ass is stuffed, all so it can get ready to be used by me.”

Raven giggled, sticking her tongue out and making a dumb face. “I’m Master’s stupid anal slut,” she said, laughing to herself. “This is all I’m good for.”

Solon spanked her again, rolling his eyes with amusement. “You have other talents.” He rubbed her pussy. “Talents I intend to make use of right now.”

Raven spared a glance at Tiffany. She had lifted her skirt, exposing her pussy, and was fingering herself shamelessly. She even groped her own tit as she watched, moaning loudly. “Fuck, do it. Fuck that slut’s cunt!”

“Such a demanding voyeur,” Solon teased. “But she’s right. It’s time to try double penetrating you.”

Solon pulled his cock out, slapping her ass with it. Raven twerked against it, still making her dumb face. “Go ahead, Master. You don’t need to ask to use what belongs to you!”

He didn’t. He plunged into her in a single thrust, her soaking wet pussy eagerly taking him right away. She felt as her leaking pussy kicked into high gear, dripping around his hard member. With the toy in her ass, there was less room, her pussy clamping down on him right from the start. “So tight.” Solon groaned, squeezing her ass cheeks.

He pulled all the way out, then slammed into her again. Raven gasped at the rapid change, her body having no time to adjust. He kept repeating the trick, making her yelp and moan as she went from empty to full over and over. “Yes. Harder.”

Solon grabbed her hair, growling. Tears sprang to her eyes, but Raven kept grinning like a madwoman as he ploughed into her cunt at full speed. “That’s it, whore. Take my cock. This is what you’re good for.” He spanked her, hard. Tears were dripping down her cheeks, but she didn’t care.

“Harder! Punish me for being such a dumb slut!” Solon pulled her back, lifting her face off the pillow. He grabbed her tits, squeezing them in his hands so hard it hurt. “Ha! Yes, this is it!”

He pulled her around, kissing her passionately. His tongue slipped into her mouth, swapping spit as he continued working her pussy. The buttplug moved alongside his cock, feeling like she really was getting double penetrated. He broke the kiss, but she held his tongue between her lips with a taunting grin.

Moving a fist to her cunt, he ground it with his knuckles. Raven’s teasing grin was replaced with a moaning gasp, releasing his tongue. She tried to hold out, but the stimulation from so many sources was impossible to control. “Do it. Cum for me, whore.”

“YES!” Raven cried out, followed by a loud scream as she squirted all over the bed. Solon came inside her shortly after, his cum pumping into her as she cried out for joy. “So good!”

Raven fell on her side, giggling dumbly as her master’s cum leaked out of her pussy. She felt so wonderfully used, the plug still deep in her ass. Solon spanked her ass, putting his cock away. “Alright, anal slut, it’s time to go. Tiffany, what do we owe you?”

Tiffany giggled, her hands still buried in her wet pussy. “Fuck, that was awesome. You guys are such a sexy couple.” She stood up, sucking her fingers clean. “I’ll give you a little discount for putting on such a good show.”


Chapter 40: Rendezvous

“This better be important. I had to cancel a very important meeting to be here,” Sapphire said. Angel had been waiting for her in the tavern for over an hour. Her aunt often made her wait. “How exactly did you choose this place?”


Sapphire looked around with clear distaste as she took her seat, a short barrel next to the large barrel that was their table. The tavern was called Barrel of Laughs, and it was known for its comedic bards. Angel had brought them each a drink, the cups looking like little barrels. “There’s no show on tonight, so it’s quiet.”


Sapphire looked around, confirming they were alone except for a passed out drunk and the tavern keeper. “I see. Then I trust you have something good to report?” 

“The second room didn’t reveal anything new,” Angel said.

“This really could’ve been a letter.” Sapphire picked up her cup, sniffed it, then put it back down.

“There’s more,” Angel said. “Someone’s given Raven a strange magic item. Do you know anything about a woman called Imra?”


“Not much, I’m afraid. She’s the cousin of Septimius who lacked magical talent, so left the family. Although, that’s really her fault for falling in with a bunch of crazies like the Seekers. She could have easily turned her talents to running the family coffers or some other useful task, but I digress. I’ve heard she is close to Xalon, that’s not a euphemism by the way, the relationship is strictly professional. She seems to view him as a mentor after he took her into the compound. Her main goal seems to be to legitimise the organisation, although her success has been limited. The constant criminal activities of the Seekers certainly haven’t ingratiated them to the people; although she hasn’t directly participated, she has used her old connections to help get members of the Seekers out of trouble more than once.” 

Angel regretted not bringing a pencil and paper. That was a lot more information than she expected. Sapphire had that glint in her eye that meant she knew she had done something impressive. Angel wasn’t surprised; her aunt always did say knowledge was power. She would have researched anyone in town who could potentially be significant long before she arrived.

“So, tell me more about this magic item?” Sapphire said.

Angel took a sip to stall for time. “I’m not sure if I should.”

“I helped you; it’s only fair you give me this much in return,” Sapphire said. She pushed her cup towards Angel. “I’ll even let you have my… whatever this is as a bonus.”

“It’s yungberry juice. It’s delicious,” Angel said, pouting.

“Then it’s an excellent gift for me to give you,” Sapphire said, ignoring that Angel paid for it. Though most of Angel’s money was given to her by either Sapphire or her dad, so in a sense Sapphire did pay for it.

“Fine. Imra gave Raven a bangle that’s supposed to improve her tracking magic, but it’s made using-” Angel leaned forward and dropped her voice “-Lilithian magic.”

“That is interesting,” Sapphire said, her eyes narrowing the way they did when she was about to make a particularly big sale. Angel squirmed on her barrel uncomfortably.

“Look, all this cloak and dagger stuff… It feels wrong. I was thinking maybe we could tell Solon-”


“No,” Sapphire said. Angel tried to speak, but Sapphire kept going. “I understand the temptation. But you need to bear in mind Solon isn’t exactly a logical person.”


Angel tilted her head. “What are you talking about? Solon’s super smart.”


“Smart? Yes, definitely. But he takes needless risks because he’s so confident. You’ve heard about the werewolf incident, how he charged in by himself and nearly died, and then again during the druid’s invasion.” Sapphire sighed, smiling in a faux-helpless way. “If we tell him what’s going on, he might be clever and listen to our plan. Or he might do something impulsive and ruin everything.” 

“But… this feels wrong. Like I’m betraying him,” Angel said. She took a sip from her cup, the sweet taste barely registering on her tongue.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic. We’ve talked about this. You’re doing what you need to do,” Sapphire said, putting her hand on Angel’s shoulder. “Now, I’ve got to head off soon. My next meeting is on the other side of the city. Are we going to be okay?”


“Not really. We still haven’t talked about this properly.”


“We will,” Sapphire said, standing up. She put some money on the table, not even counting how much. Angel had already paid, but would take the money. “Just not yet. For now, just do nothing, and we’ll discuss this later, okay?”


“Um, I guess that’s okay. But we have to talk about this later.” Angel stood up, hugging her aunt.


“It’s a promise. Anyway, I’ve got to go. Toodle-oo!” 

***

Mina’s attempts to learn more about Imra didn’t bear much fruit. While she did learn more gossip and random information, she didn’t learn anything to make her less suspicious, or more suspicious for that matter. Eventually, she decided to just enjoy her evening off. The Seekers of the Absolute Magic may be nut jobs, but at least they had luxuries that the guild dorms don’t have.

One such luxury was a bath so big she could almost swim in it, complete with bubble bath and a range of fragrant soups. It was a shared bath, but she was able to get it all to herself. It’s almost as nice as my bath back home. Lying with her back to the wall, she closed her eyes and fully relaxed for the first time in days. There was so much plotting and fighting going on; taking a break was a must.

When she was done, she put on her robe and started making her way back to the guest dorms. As she passed Felimie’s room, she idly thought she should check on her. They hadn’t had much chance to talk alone after the incident in the labyrinth. Mina wanted to thank her for her decision. Her life may not have been directly in danger, but if Felimie had acted differently, it’s possible a monster would’ve attacked her while she was vulnerable. I need to get stronger. I shouldn’t be getting taken out by a monster, even if it is a Boss.

She knocked on the door. It swung open; evidently the handle was damaged. Inside, she found a masked person wearing all black skulking about, reading from a large notebook. She briefly thought Felimie was back in her old outfit, but then noticed the complete absence of breasts. “Who are you?” She wasn’t ready to attack yet. Not when there was a chance this was merely another oddball Truth seeker.

The figure turned to her silently; purple eyes widened in surprise. “... I’m the janitor,” he said, his voice deep and grave.

“The Seekers of the Absolute Magic don’t have janitors,” Mina lied, following her hunch. Her theory was confirmed when the figure blitzed forward, punching her in the face. A feminine yelp made her realise her attacker was actually a woman, and not a ki user, or at least not a very good one. Her attack had barely even hurt. Mina tried to counter, but she bent out of the way of her attack fluidly. “Not bad. Maybe this fight will be a bit interesting after all.”


“Maybe?” the fake janitor said, voice once again gravelly. She threw another punch, hitting Mina in the stomach. Mina shrugged it off, but once again failed to counter. “Don’t be so arrogant. You’d never be able to interest me.” 

“Is that so?” Mina switched to more sweeping attacks, trying to push her into a corner. Unfortunately, her opponent was not so easily tricked, slipping past her at the last moment and breaking a chair over Mina’s back. Mina grunted at the first attack to actually do some damage, turning with her eyes blazing with fury. “I tried to be nice.” Mina Ki Stepped, taking her off guard and knocking her onto her back with a tackle. “I was hoping not to hurt you.” She groaned, trying to get up, but Mina pinned her with one foot. She grabbed Mina’s ankle, struggling to lift her foot to no avail. “Do you see what happens when you waste my good will?”


“Let me go, you fat bitch,” she grunted. 

“Oh well, when you ask so sweetly, how can I say no?” Mina said, pressing down harder. The figure hissed with pain. Raising her voice, Mina called out, “Hey, is anyone around? I’ve captured a burglar.”

The burglar gasped, her eyes going wide. Then her hands tightened around Mina’s ankle. Mina didn’t have long to ponder what she was doing before she felt her muscles tense up in agony. She screamed at the sudden pain, falling off of her like a statue. She tried to move, but her muscles twitched painfully, refusing her commands. “A burglar?” she clicked her tongue, getting to her feet. “I’m no mere thief.”

Mina reached out to grab her, her hands still shaking. What the hell did she do to me? It was obviously some sort of magic. Whatever she had done, Mina’s control of her own body was ruined. Even with her ki she couldn’t stop twitching.

“Hey, I heard shouting. Is everything okay?” Relief washed over Mina at the sound of the voice. She didn’t recognise the speaker, but at this point, she would take anyone. Her attacker looked down towards the door, then raced to Felimie’s desk. She grabbed various books and papers at random, then absconded out of the window.

“Um, is it okay for me to come in?” the voice said, a man standing awkwardly at the doorway. From this angle, Mina could only see his shadow.

“Y-y-y-y-yes,” Mina ground out, the simple act of speaking difficult. A short man entered, looking down at her with concern.

“Oh my stars, what happened to you?” His ears were massive even by Elven standards. He had soft features and was wearing a red Truth Seeker’s robe. He rushed forward, kneeling beside her.

“Sh-sh-sh-she’s getting aw-aw-away,” Mina ground out.

“Who?”


Mina growled in frustration, pointing at the open window. He walked over to it far too slowly, looking out of it both ways. “I don’t see anyone.” 

Mina screamed; the poor man nearly jumped out of his skin. At the time, Mina didn’t care. She had been made to look like a chump by a mage, all because she was dumb enough to let her guard down. As soon as I recover, I’m getting my revenge.

***

Once she was sure she wasn’t being followed, Hayley returned to her temporary residence and began poring over what she had taken. Getting caught definitely wasn’t planned; even worse, she had to use her magic to escape. Fortunately, it seemed the Nekomi wasn’t familiar with lightning magic. If she was, and she told Solon, it wouldn’t take a lot for him to figure out she was the one who broke in.

She briefly considered telling Solon what she did, but ultimately decided against it. First rule of being a spy, tell as few people what you’re up to as possible. Solon might be on her side, but he also might decide to tip off the Seekers or the Nekomi woman to her location.

The notebook was coded in the same way Xalon’s had been, as were most of the papers. She was concerned she had taken a huge risk for no reward, then she came across a key at the back of the book. She quickly sent word to the code breakers, who translated the rest as she sent it. As she read the response, she felt a cold dread growing in the pit of her stomach.


Chapter 41: The Royal Court

Vala rushed into the royal audience chamber. Vizier Graham looked at her with mild surprise, standing tall and thin behind the throne. His medallion of service was tucked away, the chain barely visible when it caught the light around his neck. King John’s expression was hidden by his golden mask, only his eyes were visible. Vala couldn’t even tell how tall he was, as his form was hidden under an oversized robe.

“Vala, what on Gaia is the matter?” Corina asked. Corina was the minister of coin, and one of Vala’s least favourite people in the entire palace. She had served in the royal court for longer than anyone else left alive, having served King Richard. She was wearing her traditional blue gown, with her grey hair up in a tight bun. Her medallion of service rested on her bosom proudly.

“I have a message from King’s Mage Hayley; it’s marked as a potential country level threat,” Vala said, the words falling from her mouth in a panic.

“What?” King John jumped up. Graham put a calming hand on his shoulder.

“She’s young, my lord. I’m sure she’s just getting carried away,” he said, his voice smooth as ever.

“There are few things that could be a threat to your military,” Corina agreed. “But we should hear the message so we can determine the proper course of action ourselves.”

King John waved his hand. Vala was panting for air, so missed the gesture. But she didn’t miss the irritated glare from Graham. She thought about handing the book to one of them, but she didn’t know who she was supposed to give it to. She didn’t wish to earn the ire of one of them by picking wrong, so instead she read the message. Or rather, recited it from memory.

It was a fairly long and detailed message, explaining King Septimius’ apparent involvement in a plot to gather Lilithian artifacts in Labity.

When she first started speaking, no one seemed particularly interested in what she had to say. By the end, all 3 were straight-backed, eyes locked on hers.

“Did she give any more information?” Graham demanded.

“No, your excellency.”

“We must send troops to arrest King Septimius immediately,” King John said firmly.

“An admirable instinct, your majesty. But as I’m sure you’ve already surmised, if you were to do that, it could be seen to be a power grab. Some may believe Septimius intended to hand over the discovered artifacts,” Corina said without missing a beat.

“But this group he’s working with, the Truth seekers, is untrustworthy,” Graham said. “And considering the other intelligence we’ve received, it’s possible he intends to weaponise them somehow. It certainly wouldn’t be his first attempt to strengthen his position.”

“Okay. So… I should arrest him?” King John asked, shifting in his seat nervously.

“It would be better to do it after he gathers the Lilithian magic weapons; that way we have indisputable proof,” Corina said smoothly. “Naturally, one couldn’t risk sending troops too shortly afterwards, otherwise it could be seen that you were involved somehow.”

“Although, you would be right in your instinct to intervene swiftly. After all, if they do use the artifacts; the results could be dire,” Graham said, rubbing his chin as if deep in thought. “Perhaps your initial instinct was right.”

“Oh, yes, but… won’t I get in trouble?” King John slumped in his seat.


“A King doesn’t get in trouble,” Graham said, smirking. 

“He does not,” Corina agreed, smiling a true courtier’s smile. “But King Septimius, while by no means your equal, is still a king. If you are viewed to be breaking your deal, others may react… poorly.”


“It seems both options are terrible,” King John moaned, holding his masked face in his hand. 

Vala took a deep breath, rising to her full height before realising she should lower her head. “There might be another option, your majesty.”

All 3 turned to her, looking confused. A page would not traditionally be involved in such conversations. In fact, she was so far beneath notice they hadn’t even paid attention to the fact she was still in the room. She was like the guards to them, a mere accessory that was not expected to speak unless spoken to.

Vala feared she would be scolded, but she had to take that chance. If her instinct was right about King John, this could prove a vital moment. “Oh, what is your proposal, then?” King John asked, expression hidden by his mask. It was clear from his tone he didn’t expect much from her.

“Well, it seems to me that the key issue is timing. If you send troops immediately, you risk alienating your allies, but if you delay, he could hide what he’s done or take further action.” Corina’s expression made it clear she didn’t consider this a significant downside. “So what you need is an excuse for troops to be nearby. Perhaps the recent troubles in Flamburg could prove advantageous in this situation.”


“An excuse?” Graham repeated, clearly confused. Corina’s eyes lit up with realisation.


“A map, immediately,” she demanded. A man quickly rushed in with a table and map, placing it in front of King John. It was a map of Nexus and Labity, as well as the surrounding areas. “Yes, you’re right. That could work.” 

“If our intel is off by even a day, it could end in disaster,” Graham said, looming over the map. “Are you sure you wish to go through with this plan, your majesty?”


King John obviously did not understand the plan. He looked at the map searchingly, but it was clear he was no closer to understanding than when Vala first spoke. Graham coughed into his hand awkwardly. 

“I’m sorry, but I fear I may be missing a key aspect of your plan, your majesty,” Graham said, giving Corina a meaningful look.

“Perhaps I should explain it to him, sire. Going through all the details would be beneath the dignity of one such as yourself,” Corina said, picking up some pieces of wood carved into the shape of men.

“... as you wish.”

“As you so brilliantly deduced, the problem is all about timing and appearances. One cannot move troops into Labity until Septimius has committed a crime; if one wants to arrest him, that is. But if the troops were merely passing through on the way to Flamburg to provide relief, then such an act would not appear to be an aggressive one. As you implied, the ideal troops would be those under the command of General Steelside.” She moved the figures across the map smoothly towards Labity. “If we deploy him 2 days before we believe the ritual will take place, he’ll be able to camp near the city without raising any alarms.”

“Would it not be better to send the troops into the city so they can react immediately?” King John asked.


“A question I myself asked,” Corina said, returning Graham’s meaningful look. “But you’re right. Doing so would unnecessarily show our hand to Septimius. It’s best we pretend to be taking a different route, and then switch paths as late as possible. That way, he has no time to cover his tracks.” 

“As you so often say, your majesty. It is all a matter of logistics,” Graham said, bowing his head.

“I guess it is,” King John said, looking at the map. He scratched his mask’s cheek.

“And information. If Hayley is misled, or if Septimius discovers our plan, he could take countermeasures,” Graham said. King John looked up at his vizier, his eyes showing a frown.

King John hummed. “That would be bad.”

“Indeed, it would,” Graham said, as if the king had just revealed some great wisdom. “It would be safer to simply arrest Septimius now and deal with any detractors as they come. We can easily gather evidence after the fact.”


King John hummed, rubbing his chin. “No. I like this plan better. It’s so clever, Septimius will never see it coming.”


“How can you be so sure?” Graham asked.


John’s eyes sparkled. “Well, you didn’t see it coming, did you Graham; and you’re my vizier!” 

Graham swallowed, his expression briefly showing indignation before he schooled it back into neutrality. “Well, not everyone can have the same vision you have-”


“Exactly! So it’ll be fine. One of you can send the orders. I’m tired, so I think I’ll take a nap now.” With that, King John rose from his seat. “Oh, and Vala.”


“Yes, your majesty?”


“This plan wouldn’t have been possible without you; don’t think I didn’t notice that,” King John said, smiling down at her with his eyes. “It’s a waste keeping you locked in that room reading books all day. A mind like yours should be at my side.” 

“... your majesty, having a page as a royal assistant would be most unusual,” Corina said slowly.

“Then make her a knight. Do I have to think of everything?” John complained, waving his hand.

“But she’s not completed her training,” Corina protested.

“If the king thinks she’s of sufficient quality, then who are we to disagree?” Graham asked rhetorically. “Such promotions do have precedent, after all.”

“Yes, see, precedence. You love precedence, don’t you, Corina?” King John said, already most of the way out of the room. “I hereby name you a knight Vala.”

“Thank you. I won’t let you down, your majesty,” Vala dropped to one knee, bowing her head. John didn’t even break stride as he left the room.

“Vala, ensure Hayley knows her part in this plan. She is to observe but not interfere,” Corina instructed. Vala bowed again.

“I will ensure it is done.”


Chapter 42: Next Steps

“Mina, I heard what happened; are you okay?” Solon cried, bursting into the garden. Mina was distracted by his arrival, so messed up her throw, making her miss her target.

“Looks like I win,” Leafgear said, grinning at her misfortune. Mina was a little irritated, but the feeling passed when she saw the genuine concern in Solon’s eyes. Raven was trailing behind him, her expression near neutral. After knowing her for so long, Mina was more experienced reading her micro expressions, so could see the tiny bit of worry. Or at least, she thought she could.

“I’m fine. Whatever the mage did, it didn’t do any lasting damage,” Mina said, flexing her muscles to prove her point. “She’s just fortunate she got away when she did, or I would’ve made her regret ever engaging in combat with me.”

Leafgear pursed his lips, but didn’t disagree with Mina’s statement vocally. “Well, if you’ve got the energy to boast, you’re probably fine.” Even though Solon said that, he cast a few spells. Mina had no idea what he was doing, but when he was done, he seemed pleased. “What sort of magic was it, anyway?”


“Some sort of attack on my nervous system. It hurt, and made it hard to move for a while, but afterwards there was no lasting damage.” Mina shrugged. “It’s not my first experience with this sort of thing. She might actually be a ki user.” 

“A ki user?” Solon asked.


“It’s possible,” Mina said. Solon frowned, but didn’t disagree. 

“Magic that affects the body directly is unusual,” he muttered. Foreign mana in the body is resisted instinctively. Overcoming that would require a lot of power, especially when the opponent is a ki user. “The fact they got away from you means they must be pretty strong.”


“They merely took me off guard.” Mina waved her hand dismissively. “I’m less concerned with their abilities and more concerned with their goals. They took Felimie’s notebooks for some reason. Whoever this is, they must be aware of what we’re up to.” 

Solon looked at Leafgear nervously. “... is that so?”

“Leafgear came to my aid,” Mina said, gesturing to the elf. “And before you ask, yes, he is aware of our mission.”

“A pleasure to meet you. I appreciate your efforts to protect my Mina,” Solon said, shaking the elf’s hand.

Leafgear smiled bashfully. “It was nothing, really. Anyone would’ve done it.”

“Maybe, but you did it. We won’t forget this,” Solon said, releasing his hand.

“Solon’s right, we will remember,” Raven said, looking at Leafgear intensely.

Hmm, perhaps she’s more worried than she’s letting on. Mina smiled at her … girlfriend’s reaction. “The question is, how do we proceed?”

“Hard to say, without knowing what she took,” Solon said. “We should have a meeting with Xalon and Felimie before deciding what to do next.”

***

Hayley didn’t like this. The plan the royal court came up with was pointlessly risky. Why let them get the artifacts at all? It would just make it all the harder to arrest them.

But orders are orders. Hayley had sworn herself to the king’s service, and sometimes that meant going along with plans she thought were unwise. So she would stay still and observe, gathering more information where possible, but mainly waiting until it was time to arrest Septimius. She hated how powerless she felt, just waiting for a disaster to occur.

There was one thing she could do, however.

Hayley couldn’t go to the compound again, obviously. The possibility that they had some way of identifying her was far too high. But Hayley knew where Solon would be, eventually. There was no way Shinsui would let Solon get away with not visiting. All she had to do was hang around and wait for him to turn up.

Unfortunately, this inevitably meant he roped her into doing some chores. Before she knew what was going on, she was sorting through his ridiculous collection of swords from all over the world. His basement was full of them. He had scimitars, broadswords, bastard swords, rapiers, and a bunch more that Hayley couldn’t name. Some were magical, others were little more than trinkets from his travels.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if he wasn’t so disorganised. Hayley didn’t even know where to start. The only sword that seemed to be placed with any degree of care was what appeared to be a steel long sword on a mantle, for some reason. The only interesting thing about it was the gold plating over the pommel. Hayley couldn’t even sense any magic from it. Weird.

She decided to just put all the magic swords together and all the non magic swords together. She didn’t bother asking Shinsui what he wanted; he’d only change his mind halfway through.

An hour later she was finished, and finally ushered into the living room with strict orders to relax while he made tea. This meant she could finally relax and wait for Solon to arrive; something she knew would happen soon as he had recently left the labyrinth.

What she didn’t count on was that when he did come home, the woman she attacked and 2 others would be with him. “Oh, hey, Hayley. You’re still in town?” he greeted her, sitting across from her in the living room. Hayley watched closely as Mina took a seat as well, looking for any sign the other woman recognised her.

“Um, do I know you from somewhere?” Angel, the dark elf, said, looking at Hayley closely. “You look so familiar.”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot none of you have met. Mina, Angel and Raven,” he said, pointing to the women in order. Mina waved while Raven curtseyed. Angel offered her hand for a shake. “And this is Hayley; she’s Shinsui’s other student.”

“Hayley?” Angel gasped, leaning in close. “It is you. Wow, I never thought we’d meet again!” She screeched with joy, jumping up and down like a kangaroo.

“I have no idea who you are,” Hayley said, not seeing the point of lying.

“Oh, I guess you wouldn’t, but that’s okay!” Angel said, grabbing her hand between both of hers. “It was years ago. Me and my mum got attacked by some bandits and you totally saved us! It was so awesome; you’re actually the reason I decided to become an adventurer.”

Hayley still had no idea who this woman was. The story vaguely rang a bell, but it wasn’t like that was a unique incident in Hayley’s life. If she saw people being attacked, she always came to their aid. “Well, I was happy to help, citizen.”

“You said the same thing last time!” Angel jumped up and down again. Hayley looked at Solon, unsure what she should say to this strangely excitable woman. He just grinned at her, looking very pleased with himself.

“I got tea! Oh, I see you decided to pop by too, Solon, and you brought your harem. My, I’m going to need more seats,” Shinsui said, holding a tray with a small steaming pot and 2 cups.

“Angel isn’t part of my harem, actually,” Solon corrected. “You sit here, Shinsui. I’ll get an extra chair from the kitchen.”


“Ah, such good manners. I can tell you had an exemplary teacher,” Shinsui said, sitting in the large plush chair. Solon looked at Hayley. She rolled his eyes at the same time he did, used to their mentor’s brags. 

“This is your mentor?” Angel said, looking at Shinsui in awe. “Wow, you must be super strong. Would you train me?”

“Oh, um, I’m not really taking on any more students right now,” he said, rubbing the tips of his ears. “I’m a little too old to still be teaching.”

“You’re not even 80 yet,” Hayley said, crossing her arms. “Nevermind teaching students, you should be out fighting monsters. You’re wasting the prime of your life.”

“Not everyone wishes to be a great warrior; if he prefers a more quiet life, who are we to judge?” Hayley was about to scold the speaker until she realised it was Mina. She had almost forgotten about her in all the chaos, but she had to be careful not to say anything that might give her away.

“Hang on a second; did Shinsui say you’re Solon’s harem?” Hayley said, looking at Mina and the elf woman who had been silent until now. What was her name again? Reval?

Mina blushed, lowering her head. “I… Yes, we are.”

“I am Master’s doll,” Raven said dully. Hayley gasped at the choice of introduction. Jumping to her feet, she left the room. She found Solon carrying a chair back into the living room.

“Why didn’t you mention you had a harem?” She demanded, crossing her arms. Solon didn’t put the chair down.

“Why would I?” Hayley felt a sudden urge to punch him in the face, but she fought it.

“Well, we were together just the other day. And when normal people meet, they tell each other about any changes in their lives.” Hayley put her hands on her hips with a huff. “It’s just good manners.”

Solon shrugged. “I guess it slipped my mind. I had already told Shinsui, so it felt like you’d know. That and I didn’t really think you’d care.”

“Of course I care.” Hayley levelled him with a firm glare, shaming him.

“Why?”

Hayley reeled back in shock. “Huh?”


“Why do you care? We’ve barely spoken since you left,” Solon said. Hayley felt anger bubbling inside her. She hated it when he acted so calmly and annoyingly. “Unless… are you hoping we’ll get back in touch?” 

Hayley laughed in his face. “Please, you think I care about you just because we trained near each other years ago? I was just curious, that’s all.”

Solon huffed, practically radiating disappointment. “Well, your curiosity is satisfied. I’m going to join the others now.” He picked up his chair and pushed past her.

Why did I say that? Hayley tightened her fists, her anger growing by the second. She returned to the living room, seeing Solon sitting. She knew she should apologise, or at least try to smooth the situation over. “I’m leaving!”


She walked out the front door, slamming it so hard the walls shook. Nice one, Hayley. Way to act like a normal adult. 

***

Grand Seeker Xalon truly loved his life. As the leader of the Seekers of the Absolute Magic, he got to study magic few others would ever see. Admittedly, the methods he used to achieve this weren’t always strictly legal, but this never bothered him. The pursuit of knowledge is the purest motivation that could ever exist. If the kings and queens did not understand that, then he felt he had no obligation to obey them.

Although, it was not kings and queens he had to worry about. It was the Deji. “Only the Deji could’ve broken in,” he explained. He was sitting behind his desk, surrounded by documents. “They’re the only ones who would be interested in Felimie’s research.”

Imra and Leafgear stood behind him, wearing their ceremonial robes. Across from them was King Septimius VII, the ruler of Labity. “Yes, I suspect you are correct, my friend.”

“I trust you have a plan for how to deal with them,” Xalon said. Septimius smiled deviously.

“I can’t demand their arrest, not without evidence at least,” Septimius drawled. “You said they stole research notes.”

“Indeed, they did. But I do not think they know our true goals,” Xalon said. Septimius looked at Imra and Leafgear. “My colleagues are informed about the nature of our experiment.”


“I trust you have no issues?” Septimius gave them a pointed look. 

“If we can control Gorgath, we can control all demons. This is a worthy goal. The path is not without dangers, but it is one I am happy to walk,” Imra said.

“You’ve done our family proud, cousin. I must admit, I had my doubts when you joined the Truth seekers, but I see they were unfounded. You’ve flourished in your new role.” Imra stood straighter under his praise.

“The Seekers of the Absolute Magic are a noble organisation. I’m glad you’ve come to see that,” Imra said, smiling at Xalon. “Once this is done, hopefully more people will come around to our way of thinking.”

“I’m sorry to say, but I do have reservations. If we unseal Gorgath and fail to control him, it could be dangerous,” Leafgear said.

“Have you so little faith?” Xalon asked. Xalon held a hand to his chest, looking affronted. Leafgear flinched at his words.

Septimius smiled soothingly. “Fear not. We have discussed contingencies at length. In addition to Xalon’s contributions, I have a plan for if all is lost. We will be safe.”

Septimius had told Xalon what it was, although he swore him to confidence. He still had the original seal used by his ancestor all those years ago, a perfect counter that could only be used by those of his bloodline. Many believed it was missing, but this was untrue. It was merely hidden.

Leafgear relaxed slightly, some of the tension leaving his posture. “If Xalon is satisfied with the precautions, then I am, too.”

***

Hayley closed the door to her apartment, throwing herself on the much too hard double bed. She suddenly remembered why she was going to see Solon. She had got so distracted by Mina, Angel and all that harem stuff she completely forgot to warn him about what he was getting involved with. “Damn it.”


Chapter 43: Mounting Danger

There were multiple possible locations the cache of Lilithian artifacts could’ve been in. When they were deciding the order to approach them in, they didn’t go in the order of which was most likely to contain something significant. Instead, they went in order of perceived danger. The first 2 dives had not been without risk, indeed at points they had even been quite close to death, but the third was the one that Solon was most concerned about.

They were heading to a place that local adventurers colourfully referred to as the Killing Floor. This was because so many competent adventurers had gone there, only to die ignobly. It was so bad that some adventurers specifically went there looking to loot the corpses of the previous victims, only to end up falling prey to it themselves.

Usually, when monsters spawn, it’s an individual event. A single monster will suddenly appear out of nowhere, fully formed and ready to fight. This is terrifying for a non-combatant, but ultimately not a major threat to adventurers. In the Killing Floor, it’s different. Whole rooms will suddenly flood with dozens of monsters, sometimes even appearing right next to a person. Normally, a person’s natural aura ensures they have at least a bit of breathing room, but for whatever reason, the Killing Floor breaks this rule. Monsters can appear anywhere, sometimes even touching a person.

Walking through the hallways was tense. Their formation was tighter than usual to make sure monsters couldn’t spawn between them (even on the Killing Floor, they can only spawn where there’s an empty space). Another trick Solon had come up with was to connect everyone with chains to fill the gaps. If a fight started, he could dismiss them in an instant, but if it worked, it would mean monsters only formed around them. Walking around in a tight formation with everyone chained to everyone else was a little awkward, but they all agreed it was worth the hassle.

This part of the labyrinth was dark, too. The runes on the wall did not glow, although Felimie confirmed they were saturated with magic, just like the others. This meant Solon had to summon balls of lunar light to guide their path.

“Another ‘T’, are we going left or right?” Mina asked, coming to a halt. Solon moved a light ball down each path.

“Left,” Felimie said, consulting her map. This part of the labyrinth was stable, at least. The walls hadn’t changed in many years. Mina started walking, then came to an abrupt stop.

“We’re not the only ones who’ve been down here recently,” she said. Solon looked over her shoulder, seeing used dishes.

“Maybe it’s old,” he said.

“It’s not,” Raven said.

“Raven’s right. The food’s not even begun rotting yet,” Felimie pointed out. “Whoever was eating here was doing so recently.”

“Is anyone else known to be on a mission down here?” Solon asked. “Why would they leave this stuff behind?”

“It’s rather easy to replace,” Mina said.

“Maybe they were weighed down by other things,” Felimie said.

“They were probably ambushed and killed,” Raven said.

“There’s no bodies,” Solon pointed out.

“Many monsters eat bodies, sometimes even consuming the armour of adventurers,” Felimie said darkly.

“Do we have to keep going? Maybe we should just leave and say it was a bust,” Angel suggested. Solon was surprised by her casual attitude towards quitting.

“That’s a little premature, don’t you think? It’s just some dirty dishes,” Solon said. Angel shook her head.

“No, but like, we’ve already been attacked so many times. Last time we got separated and before that with the weird monster… what if there’s something even stronger here?” Angel asked. “Maybe it’s not a good idea to keep going. I mean, what are we even getting out of this?”

“Money,” Solon said, unsure what else she expected to get out of a mission. Although, the promise of powerful magic was also tempting to him. “Why are you suddenly so nervous? We’ve done the first 2 delves just fine.”

“It’s just-” Everything went dark. There was something furry and screaming on Solon’s face. When they discussed the possibility of being ambushed by newly spawned monsters, Solon had imagined his reaction would be to calmly defend himself with his magic. His actual reaction was less dignified. He screamed, punching at the monster covering his face, failing to realise this would hurt him as well. He at least had the presence of mind to dismiss his chains, ensuring his allies weren’t hindered.

He felt sharp blades digging into his cheek, tearing his flesh apart. Somehow, it had got its claws under his helmet. Finally regaining his senses, he covered the offending creature in chains, making it fall limply to the ground. Once it was off of him, he saw it was some sort of red monkey with sharp, glowing claws. He quickly surveyed the situation.

It seemed he was the only one to get his face mauled. Unfortunately, the others were hardly spared. The monkeys were small enough to go between his chains. This meant that each member of his party was being harassed by half a dozen of the clawed beasts, struggling to keep them at bay.

Solon quickly decided to focus on helping Felimie, the Manaborn being the least capable of protecting herself. He sent out his chains to grab one as it tried to attack her, but it fell back onto its tail and bounced into the air like it was on a spring. “Fuckers are fast when they’re not on your face.”

Another one made a leap for Solon’s head, but he was able to bat it away. Its claws sparked against his chainmail but couldn’t break through. “Thank Mene, they’re so weak.” He tried to finish it off, but had to abandon his attack when 2 more jumped at Felimie. With no other choice, he physically intercepted them, using his armoured body as a shield.

Rather than claw at him unsuccessfully, like their companion, they decided to climb on him, grappling him. The others started joining in. They were individually weak, but with one of each limb, they overpowered him. Solon struggled as more and more attacked him, some even leaving their fights with his companions.

“Solon, hold still,” Raven said, drawing back her bow.

“No. Let them keep coming,” Solon said. His team was confused, but stopped preventing them from attacking him until Solon’s whole body was covered. Solon made extra thick chain mail, so even as they mauled him, they couldn’t do any real damage. Then he sent his chains out, pouring off his body like a wave and catching all the wily creatures at once. A few tried to jump off, but they were easily picked off by his teammates. The rest were caught, left wriggling feebly in their metal prisons. “Go ahead and finish them off.” Mina and Angel started stomping on the monkeys, killing them one by one. “Is anyone injured?”

“You are,” Raven said. She pulled out a potion from her bag. “Drink this. I don’t want you to get a scar.”

Solon uncorked the potion, draining it quickly. To get the best benefits, it was advisable to begin treatment as quickly as possible. “Thanks, Rae, good call bringing potions.” It was a good one too. He could already feel the healing warmth in his cheek. In a few hours, he would be as good as new. “Anyone else?”

Raven was right, Solon’s injuries were the most extreme. He healed a few scrapes and cuts for the others, but nothing was bad enough to warrant worry. The real concern was that his chain system had failed so drastically.

“They’re called Ruin Chimps. They’re not a common spawn,” Felimie explained. “Maybe because you were blocking the area, they were the only thing that could appear.”

“In that case, maybe I shouldn’t bother,” Solon said, cleaning his bloody cheek with a red rag. The group had decided to rest for a bit after the fight, not bothering to make a proper camp. They merely sat in the hallway, drinking from waterskins as they recovered.

“They were weak. It’s a good thing they appeared,” Raven said. She was standing on watch, her bow at the ready. Solon turned to Felimie.

“She’s right. Ruin Chimps are one of the weakest monsters this labyrinth produces. If we can ensure only Ruin Chimps appear, we’ll be safe… relatively,” Felimie ended weakly. Solon snorted, but did as she suggested and reformed the chains. He wished he could cast Sanctuary, although doing so would likely fail to repel most of the monsters of the labyrinth.

***

“Is this real?” Xalon asked calmly. Septimius had to admit he was impressed. The old man barely flinched when faced with a literal demon. Granted, it was petrified, but its appearance had scared lesser men. It was 12 feet tall, with teeth like spears and claws like swords. Its skin was a disgusting blue and even petrified, its eyes seemed to follow you around the room.

“As real as you and I,” Septimius said. “It was petrified by my ancestor, and since then my family has protected its body lest someone try to use it for nefarious purposes.”

“Remarkable.” Xalon touched its skin. “It’s still warm. It truly is alive.”

“Indeed.” Xalon kept inspecting it, seemingly mesmerised by its presence. “I still think we should tell Felimie, if she saw this, and we explained our goal, I’m sure she’d help.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to insist you don’t, darling,” a silky smooth voice said. Selene entered the room.

Xalon offered her his hand. “A pleasure to meet you again, Miss Selene.”

“Selene will do,” she replied, taking the offered hand.

“Selene it is. Tell me, young lady, what do you have to do with our little experiment?” Xalon asked. Septimius thought she might be offended by his condescending tone, but if anything, she seemed pleased.

“My role is a small one. I’m a researcher like yourself, who discovered the anomalies in the labyrinth. However, I lacked the resources to properly conduct my research. I am partnered with some druids, but unfortunately, they’re currently facing some legal difficulties.”

Xalon scoffed. “I’ve heard about the persecution of the druids. It’s disgusting. They’ve been loyal allies for years, and now they’re enemy number 1 because of a few bad apples. It’s like people don’t even remember that druid clans are all independent!”

Septimius knew that Xalon’s complaints weren’t exactly accurate. Pecker really was a criminal, so the Deji would be well within their rights to arrest him. But Xalon didn’t need to know that. “Yes, well. I’m glad to see you 2 get along so well. With the mission nearly complete, we will be moving onto the next stage of the plan soon.”

“If they find what we’re looking for,” Xalon said.

“They will,” Selene said, smiling mysteriously. “I made sure of it.”

“Oooh, how mysterious. You are fun,” Xalon said, clapping his hands together like a chimp. “I can’t wait to get started.”

“Will you be able to do your part?” Septimius asked. “It’s best you do it before we unpetrify it.”

“Very wise.” Xalon waved his hands dramatically in front of the demon. Septimius had never seen a mage cast in this way, but didn’t question it. Xalon was hardly an ordinary mage. “Oh my, yes, such evil mana. But mana all the same. Yes, this’ll work fine.”

Septimius smiled benevolently. “Magnificent. Soon, we’ll change the world.”


Chapter 44: Ancient Mystery

The final room was a perfect dome, its walls curved, and the roof covered in an incredibly elaborate mosaic with the obligatory runes carved into the tiles. The tiles came in every colour of the rainbow, and according to Felimie, a few more colours that were only visible to a Manaborn. Additionally, a series of demonic statues had been erected, such that they appeared every couple meters as one walked the perimeter of the room. They also hummed with magic, so much so that even Mina was able to tell.

They had been in the final room for almost 2 days. Like the other rooms, they had achieved nothing. Everything Felimie tried failed. She had reached the point where she was repeating tests, to no avail. Raven had been trying her tracking magic, but it was giving wild results, constantly pointing underground and never to the same location twice. Neither the statues nor the tiles appeared to be doing anything.

“Solon, it’s time,” Raven said, holding out the bangle.

“Are you sure you want to do this? It’s risky.” Raven nodded.

“I will use this to track Crow. This is just practice.” Solon sighed, seeing there was no stalling her any further. This really was the best place to test it, as they were far enough away from anyone that even if there was a trick, they could fix it before surfacing. Felimie had also inspected the bangle, declaring that it did only what they already knew.

“Alright, go ahead. Cast the spell.” Raven put on the bracelet, her eyes glowing a deep green as she went through her spells. Solon couldn’t cast them himself, but he recognised the spells by this point. The first was to locate an object. She had been given a list of potential artifacts to search for. The second was to search by magic type, specifically Lilithian magic; this one tended to return positively in the labyrinth but without giving useful information. The statues apparently did have Lilithian magic, but only a small amount and it appeared to be inert.

Finally, Raven cast a different spell: weakness identification. This spell was usually cast on monsters to discover their attributes, so Solon had no idea why she would cast it here. Raven pulled out her bow and shot a statue. Its head blew to pieces.

“What are you doing? Do you have any idea how rare that-” Felimie stopped her shouting, as the head reformed. “That’s most unusual.”

“None of the statues are damaged,” Solon said, looking at the perfectly maintained statues in turn. “That is pretty odd. Raven, what are you thinking?”


“We’re in a monster,” Raven said, in the way someone might say it’ll rain later, so bring a coat. 

“What?” Mina said, extending her neck forward.

“We are inside of a monster,” Raven said more slowly.

“You mean-” Felimie began, her voice quivering.


“This whole room isn’t a room, it’s a monster.”


“But it’s not attacking us,” Solon said, looking around with a frown. 

“Monsters don’t always attack. Some stay inert for various reasons,” Felimie said, touching the walls. “It’s possible this monster is harmless, so adventurers ignored it until now.”

“We didn’t notice,” Solon said, looking at the statues and the mosaic. “I have to say, this is the most architecturally intriguing monster I’ve ever seen.”

“No one ever said Gai wasn’t creative,” Mina noted. “So, do we kill it?”

“Surely we should leave first,” Solon said.

“No. It’s tougher on the outside; killing it will be impossible for us. We’re too weak.” Raven walked to the centre of the room. Circles surrounded her like rings on a tree. She aimed an arrow directly down. “Everyone stand by a statue; be ready to destroy it on my signal.”

“Why?” Solon asked, taking position. He wrapped 2 statues in chains.

“I think they’re empowering the monster. If I’m right, destroying them will let me break through.” It wasn’t common, but some monsters did have tricks like this that made killing them easier. Everyone had a statue except Felimie, who stayed near Raven. Solon had several, his chains allowing him to encircle multiple at once. “Brace yourselves… now!”

She released her arrow. At the same time, everyone released their attacks, destroying all the statues. The whole room shook violently, the tiles falling as the strangest, deepest growl Solon had ever heard rattled through his body. The ground beneath Raven crumbled, and she fell into a hole. “Raven!” Solon chased after her, seeing a strange tunnel.

“Follow me,” she said, her voice echoing through the tunnel. Even as she hurtled into the unknown, she sounded calm.

“Um?” Felimie looked at the collapsing walls. Then she jumped in.

“Mages first,” Mina said, gesturing to the hole. Solon nodded, jumping in. He slid down the tunnel shockingly fast, the smooth stone seemingly creating no friction at all. It was actually a little fun until he realised how fast he was going. Looking back, he saw Angel behind him, and he could hear Mina laughing maniacally. It seemed everyone had made it.

The tunnel went on for a long time. Long enough that Solon stopped being afraid, and became rather bored. He had to admit the loop was a fun touch, though. Eventually, he saw light, then immediately flew into a -thankfully padded- wall with a grunt. Raven was standing to the side, her eyes glowing green. Solon noticed the air felt stale here in a way the rest of the labyrinth hadn’t. It had been cut off from the outside world for a long time.

This momentary distraction resulted in Angel flying straight into him, the pair collapsing in a heap. She was literally sitting on his face. “Ah, sorry about that.” She stood up.

“It was my fault. I should’ve got out the way faster. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Solon sat up just in time for Mina to crash into him. Fortunately, this time he managed to catch her, so it was slightly more graceful. “I knew I’d make you fall for me.”

Mina glared at him to try to hide her smile. “You’re such a dork.”

“Maybe. But I’m your dork.” She climbed off of Solon.

“So, is this what we’ve been searching for?” she asked, looking around. Like the other rooms, it was lit up, although in this case, there didn’t appear to be any runes. The light was perfectly even, with no shadows under them. It was as if everything in the room was glowing with an even light. A large, heavy looking stone door was the only other thing in the small room. Raven was inspecting it alongside Felimie.

“It’s not trapped,” Raven said, her eyes glowing.

“Are you sure?” Felimie asked.

“No.” Raven wasn’t a trap expert, but she could detect some types of trap with her magic by searching for poisons or other common things used in traps.

“I say I bust it down,” Mina said, punching her hand.

“And risk destroying whatever’s inside?” Solon asked, giving her an amused look. Mina blushed, looking away.

“I think it’s some sort of magic lock. It’s like it’s expecting some sort of key… perhaps. Raven, touch the door with the bangle, please,” Felimie said. Raven did as she asked. The door hissed like a snake, then swung open ominously.

“Don’t touch anything. Lilith is notorious for trapping her lairs,” Solon warned, not entering the room.

“Actually, that’s a myth. Lilith never trapped anything, the traps are usually left by looters who haven’t taken everything yet,” Felimie said off-handedly. The door finished swinging open.

Inside was a long room, the walls filled with shelves. The shelves were covered with strange potions, unusual magic items, and old tomes. On a plinth at the end of the room, there was a book lying open. Felimie made a beeline for it, her eyes sparkling with interest.

“It’s a grimoire. A real grimoire,” she said with excitement. Grimoires were different from normal magical instruction books, the magic being literally imbued in the pages. Studying it was much more effective than a normal spell book, as the book itself aided the learner in casting spells. In some cases, they can even empower the user beyond their normal limits.

“It’s not the only interesting thing in here,” Mina noted, taking in her surroundings. “The contents of this room must be worth a fortune. I’ve never seen a cache of magic items so extensive.”

Solon was briefly tempted to not hand over what they had discovered, but dismissed the thought. He had no way of selling any of it, and it was all highly illegal. Besides, the payday he was receiving was already generous.

“Don’t touch anything until we’ve had a chance to properly study it. Raven’s bracelet may be safe, but this stuff is the real deal. We have no idea what any of it does,” Solon said, trying to keep the awe out of his voice. Angel lowered her hand with an embarrassed blush. Solon rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

The next several hours were spent cataloguing everything in the lair.

Amazingly, everything was still in good condition despite being at least 300 years old. Even the potions hadn’t turned. The quality of the items varied significantly. The least impressive was a healing potion that would put the ones Casey gave them to shame. Other potions were for the restoration of mana, stamina and dozens of other less common things. They were impressive, but ultimately only the tip of the iceberg.

Angel was most excited about the range of magic items. They weren’t divine artifacts, but that didn’t mean they were weak. Lilith could create magic items unlike any other, some even rivalling the weapons of the goddesses. The range of items and their potential was exciting.

Meanwhile, Felimie stayed focused on the grimoire. Solon couldn’t read a word of it, the script being Lilithian, a language few alive could read. Felimie was one of those few. She revealed that it was a true Black Grimoire, one of Lilith’s greatest works. It contained the instructions to manipulate life itself, creating a demon.

“We should destroy this vile text,” Mina announced.

“What?” Felimie screeched. She was standing before it, the book open on the plinth. She hadn’t moved it, only touching it with gloves on to avoid damaging the pages.

“She has a point. Demon creation is inherently cruel,” Solon said. “This is not knowledge the world needs.”


“But-but what about its potential for good? Demons are the closest thing to immortals in the world! Some say they don’t age at all, and that they can heal from anything,” Felimie said, waving her hands frantically. “Just think about the potential medical applications if we could study this text properly.” 

Solon shared a look with Mina, who still looked unsure. “She has a point,” Raven chimed in.

“What about you, Angel?” Solon asked.

“Me?”


“Yeah, you’re a member of this team, too. What’s your vote?” Angel shifted, looking strangely guilty. 

“... we should give it to the Seekers. They’ll… they’ll know what to do.” Solon nodded, heaving a heavy sigh.

“Very well. We’ll take everything in, as agreed. It might not be so easy to destroy it anyway; it is a grimoire,” Solon pointed out. There were a lot of myths around Lilith’s Black Grimoires, some saying they were as indestructible as her demons.

After packing up the first batch, they left through a doorway that seemed to go directly to the surface. Like the other entrance, it required a Lilithian item to open it. The door creaked open, releasing them into a cave outside of town. Once they were all out, it closed behind them. Looking at it, it was impossible to see any evidence of the doorway, but with the bracelet, they were able to reopen it.


Chapter 45: Manaborn Mating

The mission was finally over. Solon had delivered the goods and received the bulk of the payment. There was still the matter of investigating the findings with the Seekers, but that could wait until tomorrow. He certainly wasn’t willing to risk using a potentially cursed item.

After days of sleeping in the labyrinth, Solon was looking forward to sleeping in his own bed.

“Um, Solon, could you come in here for a bit… if you want?” Felimie asked, stopping him on his way to his room. She had poked her head around the door, hiding her body.

“Sure.” Solon approached her, sliding into the room. He had a feeling why she was hiding her body, so didn’t try to open the door any wider. His hunch proved correct, as he found Felimie stark naked, her huge breasts hanging pendulously. His eyes were drawn to her deep red nipples.

“... I’m ready.”

Solon’s first instinct was to play dumb and tease her a little, but he could tell Felimie was already pushing herself. He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable for the sake of it. “Good. I’ll lead. Tell me if I’m going too fast, or if anything hurts. Okay?” She nodded, visibly relieved he was taking control. Solon wrapped an arm around her head, literally sweeping her off her feet with a kiss. Felimie’s moans were music to his ears. He kissed her slowly, drawing it out to give her time to adjust. When it was done, he stood up again, placing his hands on her breasts. “These really are fantastic.”

“They’re not too big?” Solon couldn’t help but laugh, even though he knew she was being serious.

“No such thing. I love these huge funbags,” he said, circling his fingers around her nipples. “Let’s find out if they’re sensitive.”

Solon had heard that large breasts weren’t as sensitive, although he hadn’t personally fondled enough women to get a conclusive answer. As he touched Felimie, it quickly became clear that, at least for her, this was not the case. If anything, it seemed to be the opposite. Every gentle touch made her mewl, the firmer ones causing outright moans. He kept teasing her and experimenting. It seemed like no matter what he did she liked it.

He felt an urge to bite her nipples. Hefting the large tits, he put one in his mouth, lapping at it with his tongue. He brushed it experimentally with his teeth, testing the waters. “Hah!” Taking that as a good sign, he bit down. “Mmm.”

Solon almost didn’t believe his own ears. Felimie was shaking under his touch; her breathing turned shallow and ragged. She’s cumming. Solon hadn’t even touched her pussy yet. He was only at the foreplay, yet she was already cumming, her eyes practically rolling back into her head. Is it a Manaborn thing?

He had never met a woman so breast sensitive before. “That was… wow.”

“You came,” Solon said, releasing her nipple. She turned away from him, biting her lip.

“Is that … okay?” Felimie asked.

“It’s fucking awesome,” Solon assured her. He turned her head back and kissed her on the lips. “Your tits are the best.”


“But… Don't guys dislike it when women orgasm without permission?” Solon gave her an amused look. “It’s just that, in the books I read, the man always owns the woman’s orgasms. She can only do it with permission.”


“... are you asking me to own your orgasms?” Solon was already turned on. But seeing her shy nod, he went rock hard. He pushed her onto the bed, making her yelp with excitement. He paused for a moment to admire her soaking wet virgin pussy glistening in the candlelight. “A virgin who wants me to own her orgasms. You’re kinkier than you look.” Felimie sat up, looking worried. “It’s a good thing. Kinky sluts are the best.” 

“I can be kinkier,” Felimie said, each word quieter than the last.

Solon hesitated, remembering she was a virgin. “This is your first time. We’ll do it however you want. We can make it sweet and loving, or whatever else you might want.”


“Whatever I want?” Solon nodded, making her smile brilliantly. He could tell her nerves were fading. “Have you ever read The Human Envoy?” 

“Um… that’s an old romance book, right?” Solon vaguely remembered seeing Hayley read it, though he never bothered to himself. “You’ll have to tell me what you want.”


“In the book, when they… make love, he keeps praising her. He says stuff that sounds rude, but also sweet.” Solon narrowed his eyes. 

“You mean like, you have such beautiful fat tits. I can’t wait to fuck them.” Felimie squeaked, her pussy twitching at his words.

“... Yes. Things like that.” She spread her legs slightly, giving him a clearer view of her pussy. “I know it’s dirty, but I always wanted a man to say stuff like that about me.”

Solon climbed on top of her, kissing her again. At the same time, he ran a hand up her thigh at a painfully slow pace. She arched her back, trying to encourage him, but he slowed down more. It was always fun to make them wait. “Spread your legs.” She obeyed, shyly biting her lip. “Your pussy’s beautiful. So slutty and wet, like it’s begging for my dick.”

“Yes. Say… say dirty things.” Felimie covered her face with her hands. Solon kissed her again, slowly trailing his lips to her ear. He started cupping her pussy, feeling the burning heat radiating from her.

“Such a kinky virgin. A wonderful girl who reads slutty books to learn to be a better whore,” Solon purred into her ear. He started rubbing her pussy with his palm, feeling her wetness for the first time ever. “I bet you rubbed yourself imagining this moment a thousand times. You dream of being taken by a big, strong man.”

“No…” Felimie said, peeking through her fingers. “I dream of being taken by you… m-m-Master?” The way she said Master, it sounded more like a question than a title. Solon guessed she had heard Raven calling him it and decided to use the title herself.

“Good slave,” Solon purred. “I like sluts that use my proper title. That’s right, I’m your Master and you’re my slave.”

He started rubbing harder, feeling her tense underneath him. “... am I a good slave?”


Solon slipped a finger inside her lower lips, making her gasp. “The best. You’re cute.” He kissed her ear. “Busty.” He bit her ear, pulling on it. “And so obedient.” He started moving his finger, searching for her clit. Once he found it, he rubbed it gently, drawing out her pleasure. 

“I’m obedient,” she repeated dreamily. “I’ll always be obedient for you, Master. Forever.”

“Forever.” He sucked her earlobe, still rubbing her clit. He could feel her getting tense again, her orgasm approaching. “You belong to me now and I’m never going to let you go.”

“Yes. I want to be yours. I am yours. I’m… I think I’m going to-”


“Cum for me, slut.” Solon timed it perfectly. As soon as he uttered the last syllable, she cried out, her juices rushing out as she came for the second time. Solon smirked as he watched her face become overrun by pleasure. 

“... thank you, Master, for letting me cum,” she mewled happily. She had her hands above her head, and a cum dumb grin on her face. “It feels better when you do it.”

“You’ve been practicing alone?” Solon said, fighting not to laugh when she shyly grinned. “Good. I like a slut that plays with herself.”

She yelped at his crude choice of words. Or maybe it was because he slipped a finger inside her, finding her g-spot and rubbing it harshly. He started kissing down her neck, slowly moving over her mounds until he was zeroing in on her nipples again. The whole time, she didn’t take a single breath. The anticipation was literally making her hold her breath, watching with naked desire as he approached her nipples. Solon smirked when he saw the hard nubs. Wrapping his lips around them, he sucked hard. Her eyes widened, and she let out a throaty cry as the pleasure hit.

This is almost too easy. He swirled his tongue around her nipples, mimicking the action down below. Every swish of the tongue was accompanied by a moan, every flick of his finger making her tighten around him. He kept going, kept building her pleasure until she was on the verge of cumming. He could’ve easily kept going and she would’ve cummed, but he wanted this one to be bigger. So at the last moment, he switched nipples and started rubbing her clit with his thumb.

The result was explosive. She practically lifted off of the bed, screaming silently as she was overwhelmed by the pure pleasure. Solon kept suckling, then felt something warm flow into his mouth. It took him a moment to process that she was lactating. Somehow, she had started giving milk without ever getting pregnant. At least I hope she’s not pregnant.

Seeing no reason not to, Solon drank her milk. It was thick and delicious, a lovely reward for a job well done. When she finished, she collapsed onto the bed. “That was…”

“Milky?” Solon finished, sticking out his tongue. Felimie looked down at her nipples, then gasped in surprise. “Has that ever happened before?”


“No, but my mom mentioned that it can happen to Manaborn. Apparently, our bodies get a bit confused when we engage physically with a man sometimes.” She covered her nipples with her hands. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to-” 

Solon put a finger to her lips, silencing her. “That was stupid hot. I’m rock hard. I’ve always wanted to have a big titty milkmaid, and now I do.”

Felimie gasped, looking down at his trousers to see the very visible bulge straining to get free. “... okay.”

“Now, if you’re ready, I’m going to fuck you and while I do it I want to drink that delicious breast milk… and maybe have you drink some,” Solon said, sticking his tongue out at her. Felimie spread her fingers, and looked at the white droplet on her nipple, licking her lip self consciously.

“That’s dirty, isn’t it?”


“Filthy,” Solon confirmed. 

“Okay,” Felimie breathed, moving her hands aside to reveal both nipples. “I’ll drink my own milk, like the dirty woman I am.”

Solon rubbed his cock up her slit, getting it wet with her juices. “Are you ready to become my slut for real?”

“Do it. Make me yours,” Felimie breathed. Solon pushed into her slowly, trying to let her get used to the feeling. “It hurts… but it’s a good pain, you know?”


Solon kissed her, pulling back despite only being halfway in. She mewled softly as he slowly pumped in and out of her. Her walls were wet and inviting, practically begging him to keep using her. Each time he was able to go a little deeper, her body getting used to the feeling of being fucked. 

“Ha, yes, this is starting to feel really good,” Felimie said, her lips quivering. Solon took one of her nipples between his lips, sucking firmly. A spray of milk filled his mouth, sweet and delicious. He swallowed it greedily, drawing more out. Every time he did, he felt her tightening around his member. “Yes, so good. I’m a milkmaid. I’m your milkmaid.”

Solon filled his mouth, then moved up to kiss her. When she kissed back, he let some of the milk slip into her mouth. Felimie moaned lewdly as she tasted herself, happily drinking her own juices. “How’s it taste?”

“So good. Does liking the taste of my own milk make me a slut?” Felimie asked, licking her lips shyly.

“Yes,” Solon said, kissing her firmly. Felimie giggled around the kiss. “You’re a slutty, milk filled cow.” He picked her tit up, holding her nipple towards her mouth. “Drink it.”

“Hah. That’s so slutty,” Felimie said, biting her lip.

“It is. You’d be tasting yourself directly from the source.” Solon sucked on her nipple, making her squirt into his mouth again. “Only the dirtiest cow sluts do this.”

“Order me,” she breathed.

“Felimie, I’m ordering you to drink your own milk while I fuck your slutty formerly virgin pussy,” Solon said. Felimie giggled again, touching her cheek.

“As you wish, Master,” she purred. She started suckling on her own nipple. Solon watched with interest as she slowly gulped down her own milk. He was amazed she was producing so much when she hadn’t been lactating until recently.

Must be magic. She has literally magic tits. Not one to be satisfied being passive, Solon sucked on her other nipple, getting a drink for himself. As soon as he drew out the first drop, he felt her clamp down around him. She screamed, releasing her nipple as she had another body shaking orgasm. Solon kept her tit aimed at her face, her juices squirting out like a fountain covering her in white fluid.

“So good! Being a cow feels so fucking good!” Solon had never heard Felimie swear before. He liked it. He massaged her squirting tits to let even more milk out, not caring about the mess they were making. Her pussy was already soaking the bed. When she was done, she collapsed limply, giggling dumbly as milk dripped down her cheeks. “So much milk… I’m soaked.”

“We’re not done yet,” Solon said, pounding her extra hard for emphasis. Felimie squealed.

“No, we’re not, are we, Master?” Felimie giggled, licking her lips clean. “You don’t need to be gentle anymore. I can take it.”

Solon smirked, tweaking her nipple. “Oh, can you?”

“You think I can’t handle your big fat cock?” she asked, rocking her hips to meet his thrusts. “Then prove it. Fuck me till I go crazy. Ruin me for other men!”

Solon was never one to refuse a challenge. Grabbing the headboard, he thrust into her as hard and fast as his body would allow him to. Felimie gasped as the pleasure started to mount, her nipples still leaking all over the place. She grabbed his ass; her breathing turned ragged as she tried to fight the pleasure. “Still think you can handle it?”


“I can… I’m… I’m …” Felimie grabbed a pillow, covering her face as she moaned. Solon laughed, sparing a single hand to rub her clit. Her muffled moans got even louder as she failed to hold them in. 

“Don’t hide it. I like watching my slaves cum,” Solon ordered. Felimie hesitated for a second, then removed the pillow.

Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “My tits. Grab my tits!”

Solon did, squeezing them hard in his hands. They squirted again, a burst of milk flying free. “Damn, I’ve never known a woman to lactate so much!”

Felimie put her hands over his. “Harder.” Solon squeezed harder, even more milk coming out and dribbling down the side of her breasts. “Harder!” she repeated, squeezing down on his hands. Solon created chains, binding her breasts in tight rows. “Harder! I want it to fucking hurt!”


Solon never expected Felimie would be so filthy when she lost her virginity. It was crazy hot. He was going to cum any second, but not before making her cum again. He tightened the chains until her breasts were bulging through the links. 

“Yes! This is…” Felimie opened her mouth as if to scream, but no voice came out. She arched up, gasping for air as she milked his cock for all it was worth. Solon couldn’t hold out any longer; he released deep inside her, flooding her insides. He wasn’t the only 1. Juices squirted out of her cunt, splashing against his chest as she moaned deeply. “... the best!”

Solon buried his face in her tits as he pumped out the last of his load, lost in a sea of pleasure and tit flesh. Felimie hugged him to her chest, his chains still crushing her breasts. Finally, she relaxed, panting for air like a dog.

“Wow… that was wow!” Felimie hugged him even tighter. “The books said it was good, but they didn’t do it justice. That was something else. It was … transcendent.”

“Glad you enjoyed it,” Solon said, arching his head up so he could look her in the eyes. “Not all women cum so easily when they lose their virginity.”

“I must be a special case then, because that was effortless,” Felimie bragged. Solon felt it should be him that was bragging, but decided not to comment. “I’m so glad you came inside me, too. I was worried you wouldn’t want to be a father so soon.”

“Wait, what?” Solon jumped back, looking at her pussy. “Father?” Felimie’s shit-eating grin gave her away. “Oh, ha ha!”

“Your face was hilarious,” Felimie said, laughing to herself. “Obviously, I’m on the potion. I’ve been on it for like a decade. Who isn’t?”

“You’re going to regret that,” Solon said, narrowing his eyes mock threateningly. Felimie stuck her tongue out playfully.

“I’ll make it up to you,” Felimie said, sitting up. “There’s another thing I read about in my books that we didn’t do.”

Solon waited patiently, partly because he wanted to be sure she only did things she wanted to do and partly because he liked hearing her say dirty things. “Go on.”

“It might be a little weird, since my breasts are covered in milk, but in some of the books, guys like that. I guess it acts as a lubricant; it is pretty slippery and it does feel kind of dirty doing it with my own milk,” Felimie said, hefting her tits.

“Say what you want to do,” Solon said. This time it was entirely to hear her say it. He knew exactly what she was offering.

“Would you like a …” Felimie turned away, blushing. It seemed that orgasming had restored her embarrassment at saying dirty words. “A tit-job, Master.”

“Good slut. Yes, I would love one,” Solon said. His cock got hard when she said tit-job; the sight of her covered in milk only adding to the experience. “Go right ahead.”

He arranged himself so he was sitting with his back against the headboard. Felimie obediently laid on her front, holding herself up by her elbows in front of him. “M-may I service you with my… chest… Master?”

“You may,” Solon answered casually. Felimie pulled her tits apart, wrapping them around his cock. The tip just about poked out the top of her chest. The pressure combined with their slick wetness really did feel fantastic; they were perfect tits for fucking.

She lifted them slowly, rubbing his cock with her wet flesh, then dropping them suddenly. Solon groaned at the feeling. “Do my breasts feel good, Master?”


“They feel great, slave,” Solon said truthfully. This spurred her on. Grinning happily, she moved her tits up and down on his cock like a piston. She varied her actions too, moving both together, then moving them out of sync. She licked the tip, swirling her tongue around hungrily and covering him with spit. “That’s it, slave. Fuck my cock with those slutty tits.” 

“Yes, my tits are slutty. They’re slutty milky tits and they’re all yours,” she purred. She was really getting into it. “So fuck them. Fuck my dirty tits.”

Solon shifted his hips, taking control. Felimie gasped when his cock poked her lips, but soon recovered, kissing the tip lovingly. “So dominant. I really am just a pair of fat tits to you, aren’t I?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Solon said, pushing her down, so she was making out with his cock. “You are not just any fat tits. You’re the fattest tits I’ve ever seen.”

“Hah, are they really that big?”

“They’re huge. I love them.” Solon sped up his hips. Felimie’s movements were getting more unpredictable, stroking him from all directions. “I’ve always wanted a huge titty slave, and now I finally have one.”

“Forever,” Felimie said, licking the tip. “These tits belong to you forever, Master.”

“Yes. They’re mine for-fucking-ever,” Solon groaned, pushing his cock past her lips. She pursed her lips around the tip, nice and tight like a hole. “I’m going to milk you, and fuck you whenever I want because you’re so fucking sexy. I can’t hold myself back.”

“Hehe, go ahead. I want to be your cumdump. The dirty milkmaid cow you fuck whenever you need to blow a load,” Felimie said, swirling her tongue around his tip. “Please, Master, cum in your cumdump. I want it so bad.”

Solon groaned; it felt good. Too good to rush. “More milk,” he groaned, throwing his head back. Felimie’s eyes went wide, but she quickly complied. Aiming her nipples at his cock, she squeezed them the same way that Solon had. Milk sprayed out, covering his cock and dripping down the sides.

“So tasty,” she purred. She licked his cock from base to tip, relishing the taste. “Master’s cock mixed with his slave’s milk. A true delicacy.”

She kept licking until all the milk was gone from his cock, replaced by a thick layer of her spit. “There’s still some milk on my balls, slave.”

Felimie looked down, lips forming an ‘o’ shape. “Is that okay?”

“Do it. Lick my balls clean.” Felimie got to work. She ran her tongue over his balls softly, coaxing his shaft with her hands as she worshipped them.

“This is where my master makes his cum for me,” she purred, licking them up and down. “The cum you used to fill this cum dump to the brim. Hehe, such wonderful balls.” She sucked one between her lips, lapping at it with her tongue. Solon gripped the sheets so hard his knuckles turned white.

“Back to the tit-job,” he ordered, voice strained. Felimie looked surprised, but quickly obeyed.

“Is Master getting close? Is this cum dump going to make you cum all over her slutty face?” She squirted him with milk again, making him gasp at the warm, wet feeling. Then she wrapped his cock in her tits again, squeezing them together firmly. “Do it. I want to be covered in your cum. I’ll wear it on my face proudly, showing off to everyone who sees me so they know that I’m your property. Or would you rather cover my fat tits, so everyone knows who claimed this fat titty lactating slut?”

Hearing her degrade herself so perfectly, Solon couldn’t hold back. With a groan, he let loose, his cum spraying out and onto her face as she so desperately begged for. She screamed when it hit her, but didn’t stop moving her tits even as another shot came out, this one landing on her breasts. Solon watched intently as she was painted with his seed, covering her face and tits in a mask of white.

“Did I do good, Master?” she asked when he was done. Cum was literally dripping down her cheeks.

“You did amazing,” Solon said, stroking her hair. “You were an excellent cocksucker.”

“Hehe, I’ve got some life skills, after all,” she joked. She scooped some of the cum up from her breasts, putting it in her mouth. “It’s salty, but also sweet. I could definitely get used to drinking this.”

“Good, because I expect my sluts to swallow,” Solon said, smirking at her. She took another large scoop off of her chest, putting it in her mouth with an exaggerated moan.

“So yummy,” she purred. “Thank you for the treat, Master. I’ll be sure to not waste a drop.”

She proceeded to scoop the cum off of her face and tits, drinking it off her finger bit by bit. She maintained eye contact throughout, thanking him after each ‘treat’. By the time it was over, Solon was hard as a rock.

“Oh my, is that because of me, Master?” she asked coyly. Solon smirked.

“You better not get too cocky. I expect you to handle this just like the other erections.” Felimie laid back, spreading her legs to show off her wet pussy.

“As you wish, Master. Which hole can this slutty milkmaid use to serve you? My cunt-” she spread her pussy lips open “-or my mouth.” She licked her lips slowly. “All my holes belong to you.”

“Is that so?” Solon glanced at her asshole, the tight hole practically begging for attention. Probably too far to push a virgin.

“Did my master just look at my virgin asshole? Do you seriously want to take all 3 of my virginities in a single night?” she asked, clearly amused at his slip up. “Well, if that’s what you want!” She rolled onto her front, spreading her cheeks apart to give a clear view of her tight rosebud. “Go ahead, Master. You’ve already claimed every other part of me. Let me give you my slutty ass, too!”

“Are you sure? If you’ve never done anal before, it might hurt.” Felimie giggled, rolling her eyes.

“Start with a finger,” she advised. Solon complied, quickly applying lube, then stroked her asshole with his index finger. It sank in easily, the tender flesh clinging to his digit yet yielding easily as he penetrated deeper and deeper.

“Woah.”

“I’ve played with myself, remember,” Felimie said, looking very proud. “I know guys expect girls to use all their holes to please them. So I’ve made sure to train my ass thoroughly.”

Solon pulled his finger out. It was covered in a clear, flowery smelling liquid. “You really are a cumdump.”

“I am,” Felimie said. “So, are you going to use this cumdump, Master? Or are you going to keep leaving me waiting?”

“You’re amazing.” Solon grabbed his cock, aiming it at her hole. It looked as tight as ever, as if they hadn’t prepared at all. “Only the best sluts do anal.” He pushed into her, feeling her stick to his cock like a second skin. Her ass was so wet and welcoming, but also perfectly tight. The perfect asshole.

“I’m the best slut,” Felimie purred to herself. “Yes, praise this anal whore more. Tell me how good my well-trained slut hole feels!”

“It feels amazing. I can only imagine how many hours you’ve spent fucking your own ass,” Solon groaned, starting to pound into her. Every time he pulled back, it felt like she was trying to suck him back into her. Every time he entered, it was like he was breaking new ground, her ass submitting to him effortlessly. “Such a beautiful slut. So obedient.”

“Yes, I’ll always obey you. I’ve always wanted a master like you,” Felimie cried, pushing back to meet him.

“It’s fate for your holes to belong to me.” Solon spanked her, making her yelp. “No way you could have such a perfect mouth, cunt and ass if it wasn’t fate.”

“Hehe, spank this anal slut harder, Master.” Felimie spanked herself. “I need to be punished for being such a slut.”

Solon spanked her hard, watching her ass jiggle with each strike. “Such a beautiful ass. So thick and delicious.” He squeezed her cheeks, his fingers sinking into the flesh. He spanked her again.

“Oh fuck, Master, I think I’m going to cum from my ass,” Felimie said. She looked over her shoulder, biting her lip. “Can-can I cum, Master?”

Solon smirked, not answering. Instead, he spanked her again, speeding up his pounding to drive her wild. Felimie gasped, moaning as she moved back into him.

“Please, Master, I’m a good slut. I’m your anal slut. Let your anal slut get off while riding your huge cock!” Felimie grabbed her pillow, gripping it to her body. “I’m not sure how much longer I can last. It feels so good.”

“I want you to cum with me,” Solon ground out. He spanked her again, feeling the tension building.

“When are you going to cum?” Felimie asked, sounding like she might cry if she waited any longer. Solon didn’t answer verbally. He sped up, the sound of their flesh slapping together mixed with Felimie’s desperate moans. She was too far gone to even beg, entirely focused on the pleasure he was giving her.

Solon held out for as long as he could. He loved watching Felimie fight her body and wanted to drag it out as long as possible. But eventually, her tight ass won. “Now, cum with me, slut.” He kept pounding as he released his jizz deep in her ass. Felimie came the instant he allowed it, squirting onto the bed from both her pussy and nipples.

“Yes! I’m cumming! Anal is the best!” She grabbed her own tits, lost in pleasure as she squirted all over the bedsheets. “So good.”

Solon pulled out. Felimie fell to the side, panting for air. She looked exhausted, ready to fall asleep at any minute. “The bed sheets are soaked,” Solon said, lying down on a dry patch. Felimie giggled.

“Sorry, Master, I couldn’t help myself,” she purred. “I think I need a bath.”

Felimie was also covered in milk and cum, both her own and Solon’s. Solon smirked at her, sitting up. “Want me to join you?”

Felimie stood up, shaking her ass teasingly. “I’d be offended if you didn’t.”


Chapter 46: Criminals

Grand Seeker Xalon had taken many risks in his life. Being a Seeker meant committing oneself to the endless pursuit of knowledge, even if it meant breaking the law or compromising one’s own safety.

In his youth, he had inhaled potion fumes that left him permanently weakened. Even the Order of the Radiant Night couldn’t help. A normal man would’ve stopped there, but Xalon was no ordinary man.

He doubled down, continuing his research until he cured himself. The resulting potion, which he dubbed The Potion of Superior Lung Healing for use for Chemical Damage to One’s Lungs and the Surrounding Tissue, was a true breakthrough. He was a little angry when it was renamed Lung Healing Juice by the local merchant, but overall, it was of little concern. Many people were cured of their ailments, allowing alchemists to return to work when it would have otherwise been impossible. The risk had paid off; he had improved the world.

The risk he was taking now was far greater, but if it paid off, the reward would be even greater still. He had taken the Black Grimoire after Felimie retired for the night, heading straight for Septimius’ residence. Upon arrival, he was ushered into a room he had never seen before. It was made entirely out of stone treated to repel magic, an attempt at creating a magically sterile environment. This was generally considered impossible as magic travels through solid matter, but this room was as close as it got.

In the centre, the demon was waiting. It was just as imposing as the last time he saw it; Xalon felt sick just looking at it. When he was a soldier, he was too young to have faced the demon personally. But that didn’t mean he didn’t have a relationship with it. This demon had slain both his grandparents on his mother’s side, and his grandfather on his father’s side. “Demon General Gorgath, the destroyer of Labity.”

“Amazing isn’t it? If it weren’t for my ancestor, then this creature may have never been stopped,” Septimius said, walking over to him with a confident grin. “Many would have fled when faced with such a beast, but he did not. His bold actions ended its reign of terror. It is always the bold who change the world.”

“Indeed. I have brought the grimoire, and am ready to do my part,” Xalon said, pulling the book out of his satchel. “Are you sure that your man is up to the task?”

“If he is not, then we simply won’t release Gorgath. There is no danger,” Septimius said, taking the book with a smile.

“There is always danger,” Xalon said firmly. “One doesn’t survive as long as I have in my line of work believing oneself to be immortal.”

“We’ve taken every precaution,” a man said, entering the room. He had dull sunken eyes, and a sickly complexion. Xalon suspected he had not slept well for a long time.

“This is Pecker, the druid I told you about,” Septimius said.

“The criminal. I’ve researched you, and know of your attack on Flamburg,” Xalon said. Pecker’s dull eyes widened in fear. Xalon noticed Septimius didn’t appear surprised by this revelation; evidently he had been concealing this information on purpose. “Do not fret, lad. I’m aware of your wrongdoings, but also of your desire for redemption. I have met many former criminals who have turned over a new leaf.”

“A refreshing outlook, although I fear redemption won’t be so easy to come by for me,” Pecker said, coughing into his hand.

“Morality is never simple. Anyone who tells you otherwise is lying,” Selene said, walking into the room. She rested a hand on Pecker’s chest. “You have stained your hands with blood, but if this works, you will save many lives. Does that wash the blood away? The only way to find out is to do it, darling.”

“You killed under the orders of your commander. Some would argue that excuses you of any wrongdoing,” Septimius said. “As a leader, I must take responsibility for the actions of those beneath me.”

“Such excuses lead men to do greater evil than you can imagine,” Xalon said darkly. Septimius looked at him in shock, but Xalon could see that Pecker agreed with him. “One must make decisions for themselves. If you are incapable of doing so, then you will always feel this way.”

Pecker’s hands balled up into fists, lowering his head. “I know I can’t fix what I’ve done. I hurt so many people. I have to accept what I’ve done, and carry that with me. But…” He looked up, staring at Xalon with newfound determination. Xalon could see he understood. “... if I stop now, then the killing will be all I am. If I continue, then maybe I can be something more.”

“Ooh, such a passionate man. I like that,” Selene said, biting her lip. “You should be careful; I might just fall for you.”

“Be nice, Selene,” Septimius said. He walked over to the demon. “A man of passion is what we need. If this works, then everything will change.” He spun around. “And now with this, we can finally begin.”

They all worked as one to set up the ritual. Each had a part to play. Pecker would be the one to cast the control spell, while Xalon would be casting a sealing spell to weaken Gorgath to give them a better chance of success. Septimius was the only one who could remove the magic that was petrifying it, the spell being keyed to his bloodline. Finally, Selene was the runesmith. Much like Felimie, she could create incredibly elaborate ritual circles to increase the power of spells.

Xalon had told them he was incapable of doing so. This wasn’t entirely true. He did not have the talent of Felimie; his studies were more focused on practical magic and potions. But he did know the basics. As Selene carved the runes into the floor, he watched her subtly. Xalon trusted most of his new companions in this endeavour, but if there was one exception, it was Selene. Supposedly, she was a travelling mage, but he wasn’t so sure. His attempts to research her had turned up a blank. Even if she lacked a guild affiliation, she should’ve had some degree of a reputation, unless she was deliberately concealing her presence. Why she would do this, Xalon did not know. But it was worth keeping an eye on her.

His fears proved to be unwarranted, however. The runes she carved were exactly what she promised, power amplifiers designed to work with Lilithian magic.

***

“You’re under arrest!”

Solon was woken up by the sound of dozens of men yelling and bursting into his room. His first reaction was to summon his chains to defend himself, but before he could do anything, he was hit by 3 different spells, then grabbed by 2 strong men.

“What the hell?” Solon saw Natsu among the men. “Natsu?”

Natsu stepped forward, his eyes wide and manic. He still had his ever present grin. “The members of this organisation have been found to be engaging in Lilith worship. As such, you are all under arrest.”

Solon took in the situation. It didn’t look good. Felimie was already in braces, and he was being pinned by multiple men. He suspected a few of them were ki users as well. Fighting wasn’t an option. “We’re not members of the Seekers. I’m just a contractor and I had no idea that they were engaging in Lilithian worship.”

Solon was almost certain they weren’t and that the Deji were confused by their possession of the artifacts. He didn’t say this though, as that would mean admitting he knew what they were up to. Natsu shook his head, bristling with excitement. “You’re staying in their compound, therefore you’re involved.”

“What kind of logic is that?” Felimie protested. “There are dozens of reasons we could be here that have nothing to do with what you’re saying.”

“Tell that to Lady Cyra,” Natsu said, not flinching. “The fact remains that you’re being arrested. If you try to resist, we are permitted to use lethal force as we have evidence you are a danger to the city.”

“Who said anything about resisting?” Solon asked. “Go ahead, arrest us. We’ll sort this out the proper way, and you’ll be so embarrassed.”

Septimius was their only hope at this point. Solon just hoped he would live up to his end of the bargain.

***

April had worked under Lady Cyra for years. Cyra had led several daring missions, never once flinching in the face of danger. She was the strongest among the Deji, capable of killing S-class monsters and criminals all by herself. That’s why she felt confident following her, even as they went to storm Septimius’ manor. Lady Cyra wasn’t taking any chances; she had taken over a 100 of them, with several high-ranking squad leaders. April was a part of Yuki’s squad.

“We can’t go in yet,” Yuki protested. “The guards will see us coming.”


Lady Cyra looked at her blandly. “Then we will arrest them. We don’t have time to waste.” 

Yuki looked up at the sky. “We should wait.”

“Why?” Lady Cyra asked. Yuki shifted awkwardly. April had worked with Yuki dozens of times in the past, and she had never seen her acting so unsure of herself before. She was famed for her stoicism. Even more surprising was what happened next. Yuki lunged forward as if to bite Lady Cyra. Lady Cyra somehow saw it coming, blocking with her gauntlet covered wrist. “I knew it.”

Lady Cyra drew her blade, Yuki leaping back a step. “Sorry to play this little trick on you. But I’m afraid you have to die!” Yuki shouted.


Yuki spat something at Cyra. April intercepted it, using her water magic to wash it away. Lady Cyra didn’t miss a beat, rushing forward, ready to stab Yuki in the chest. Yuki dived into the ground, disappearing into a hole that formed beneath her. All that remained was a mound of earth. 

“We should chase her,” another squad leader said, rushing over.

“No,” Lady Cyra said. “She’s trying to stall for time. We can’t afford to get distracted; if we’re too slow, they’ll succeed. Deji, prepare for battle!”


Chapter 47: A Demon Reborn

Angel had been put in a cell alongside the rest of her team. The cells were reinforced, designed to prevent the use of mana and withstand attacks even from ki users.

No one was injured, since fighting a whole army of mages and ki users was too dumb for any of them to attempt. The cell was made of pale stone, with only a tiny barred window letting any light in. Each of them had their own individual cell.

“I wish I could say I’m surprised this happened,” Mina said. She was in the middle cell, lying on her cot. “We never should have agreed to work for the Seekers.”

“Septimius will come,” Solon said, trying to stay calm. He was pacing back and forth.

“And if he doesn’t? We’ll be branded as criminals, left to rot in this hellhole forever,” Mina said, putting her hand on her forehead dramatically.

“Then we’ll figure something out,” Solon said. “The guild has rules that protect adventurers in cases like this.”

“Only if you don’t commit any actual crimes,” Raven said.

“Which we didn’t,” Solon stressed. The guard didn’t seem to be paying any attention to them, but he was unwilling to risk implicating himself. They had seized Raven’s bangle, but they were sticking to the story that it wasn’t theirs. Raven had been wise enough to not be wearing it when they arrived. “Just stay calm. Look at Angel, she’s not nervous.”

Angel lowered her head, hoping to hide her guilty expression. “Um…”

The door opened, and in walked Sapphire. At her side, there was a pair of Deji soldiers. “Alright, Angel, time to go.” Angel finally raised her head, feeling relief wash over her.

“See, problem solved,” Solon said, approaching the gate.

“Step back, prisoner,” the Deji soldier snapped, brandishing his weapon.

“Wait, what?” Solon looked at Sapphire.

Sapphire smiled in an overly saccharine way. “I’m sorry, Solon dear. But I’m only here to spring Angel.”

“Why is Angel being released when we are not?” Mina demanded, getting to her feet.

“Sapphire, you said they’d all go free,” Angel protested, leaving her cell. Sapphire turned to her, tilting her head.

“I don’t remember saying that,” she said. “I said I’d look after you, and I am.”

“But-but I would never have agreed to this if I knew this is what you were planning.” Angel turned to Solon. He was looking at her with pure venom in his eyes. “You have to believe me.”

“She’s telling the truth, Solon,” Sapphire said. “She was always on your side, really. But alas, I am not.”

Solon’s expression didn’t soften. “When I get out of here, I’m going to fucking end you.”

“Oh, a death threat? I believe that’s another crime. Not that it matters. Lilithian worship already ensured you’d stay here forever,” Sapphire said. “Let’s go, Angel.” Angel was rooted to the spot. Solon wouldn’t believe her no matter what she said, but she still wanted to help him. He was angry, but he didn’t deserve this. “Angel, now.” Sapphire was at the foot of the stairs; she didn’t even turn back to look at her. “Or would you rather stay here? Because I can assure you that would not be a good idea.”

Angel turned, looking at her teammates. They were all furious. “Guys, I promise I’ll come back. I’ll sort this out. Everything is going to be okay.”

“I never should have let you join our team. You’re worse than useless; you’re a traitor,” Solon spat, literally spitting at her feet.

“You lack honour,” Mina said, turning her back. Raven didn’t say anything; she just turned away from her.

Angel ran up the stairs, wanting desperately to flee the situation. This was the only way.

***

The ritual was well underway. The whole room was bathed in green light emanating from both the runes at Gorgath’s feet and Pecker himself. Pecker chanted the words, feeling the magic thrumming inside him. This was more power than he had ever manipulated before, using a spell he had never attempted before. If it wasn’t for Selene, he had no doubt the magic would’ve gone out of control immediately.

As he had expected, using Lilithian magic was strange. It felt wrong, dirty to the touch. It was a perversion of what druidic magic was supposed to be, flying in the face of nature with blatant disregard for its rules. The power was intoxicating, but Pecker knew better than to let himself fall into its allure. He was only doing this for the greater good.

With one last screamed word, the light receded as if sucked into Gorgath’s body. They were left standing in the dark, unable to see until their eyes adjusted. 

“Did it work?” Xalon asked, the first to break the silence.

“I can feel the spell taking hold inside him,” Pecker said. His eyes were starting to adjust to the reduced light, letting him see the great behemoth once more. “He was fighting it at first, but now he has stopped. I think… I think it worked.”

“You think?” Septimius demanded. “How can you not know whether or not your spell has worked?”

“I’ve never cast it before. The spell’s taken hold, but I can’t be sure it’s worked because I’ve never done it before,” Pecker defended himself.

“Calm down. Pecker is a highly skilled druid; if he believes the spell worked, then I trust him,” Selene drawled. “It’s time for your part, darling.” The last part was aimed at Septimius, who looked at the frozen demon nervously.

Septimius stepped towards the demon. He hesitated. “Xalon, did your spell sealing his power succeed?”

“Definitely,” Xalon confirmed. “Even in his restrained state, I could feel his power is incredible, but I’ve reduced it as much as I am able.”

“We’ve done everything we can,” Selene said. “It’s time to take a leap of faith.”

Septimius reached out a hand, touching the demon for the first time since Pecker had known him. He muttered some words. The statue-like creature twitched, its rock-like shell fracturing and falling away as dust. It turned its head slowly towards Pecker, as if evaluating him.

“Gorgath, I am your master now. You will obey me,” Pecker said. Gorgath growled, but remained still. “It’s working. It’s really working. We’ve tamed the demon!”

“Naturally,” Selene said, her ruby red lips curling into a smirk. “Was there ever any doubt?”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It's restrained, but we need to ensure that it can still be controlled when it leaves the ritual area,” Xalon advised wisely.

“Xalon’s right. Pecker, order him to follow us,” Septimius ordered, walking backwards away from Gorgath.

Pecker spoke the command, although he was actually channelling it through the magic. It was similar to the spells used to communicate with animals in a way, letting him imbue his intent into mana so that it could be understood even without language. The use of words was simply for him to ensure he knew what he was trying to communicate.

That was the first hint that something was wrong. When he communicated with an animal this way, he also felt what the animal felt. It’s not mind reading, it was more like empathy. A hint of how they are reacting to the request being sent to him. Pecker felt nothing from Gorgath. It was like it really was a statue.

Nonetheless, it obeyed his command, walking out of the ritual circle with slow, ponderous steps. Selene was the first to leave the room, heading out to Septimius’s courtyard.

Pecker followed behind her, but couldn’t see where she had gone. The courtyard was filled with various trees and other places to hide, but he had no idea why she would hide. “Selene?”

“You’re under arrest!” Dozens of Deji flooded into the courtyard, appearing from every entrance. They stopped in their tracks when they saw Gorgath towering behind Pecker.

“You fool. You really awakened the demon?” Lady Cyra cried, rushing forward, drawing her blade.

“No. I'm manipulating it. It's completely under my control.” Gorgath smacked Cyra away like an annoying insect. “I-I didn’t say to do that.” Gorgath turned to him, baring its teeth in a terrifying facsimile of a smile. Pecker felt as the spell was broken, dissolving into nothing as if it never existed. “No. I-”

The Deji charged forward, brandishing their weapons. They were ready to fight to the death in the way only zealots could. Unfortunately for them, the death part was a certainty. Its tail flashed forward, piercing their armour like it was parchment. It stabbed through half a dozen at once, ending their lives in an instant.

“Don’t give up. Fight to the death,” a commander said. An instant later, his head was crushed between Gorgath’s hands, his blood spraying everywhere.

“Lady Cyra, what do we do?” someone asked. The Deji looked around, desperately searching for their fearless leader. She was nowhere to be seen. “Lady Cyra?”

What followed was nothing short of a massacre. Even with the sudden disappearance of their leader, the Deji fought valiantly, but it didn’t matter. They couldn’t pierce the hide of the demon general. Their strongest attacks did little more than scratch his skin. All the while, he carved through them endlessly, every one of his attacks taking out multiple opponents at once.

Pecker tried to help; he did the only thing he could think of. He recast the spell, hoping it would somehow work this time. All this did was make Gorgath turn away from the Deji he was slaughtering to look at him. I’m dead.

Pecker could’ve tried to flee. If he used his explosions strategically, he might even get pretty far. But he knew he wouldn’t get away. It’s too fast. There’s nothing I can do. He pulled the ritual out of his pocket, laughing despite himself. He was so arrogant, thinking he could succeed where so many others had failed. What made him so special? Because he wanted it more? Lots of people wanted to control demons, but having an old ritual didn’t suddenly make it possible.

Gorgath stalked forward. If it wanted to, it could’ve killed Pecker 5 times already. Pecker could only conclude that it was dragging this out to punish him for thinking he could control it.

Because of my arrogance, so many more people are going to die. Pecker knew he couldn’t possibly hope to fight the monster. He just hoped that someone else would be able to. He didn’t have long to think of a candidate as he cast the spell, calling over a small bird to grab the paper. “Take this to Raven. She’s our best hope.”

The bird grabbed the paper and started to fly away. Gorgath followed it with his eyes, his tail lashing out to kill the bird. Pecker knew it didn’t stand a chance, so he did the only thing he could. He used his own body as a shield. The tail didn’t so much pierce his chest as crash through it, but this at least gave the bird a chance to get away. Even if it didn’t succeed, Pecker could take some solace in the idea that he had died protecting some small part of nature.

This isn’t so bad. This is what I should’ve done in the first place. Gorgath pulled him towards its face, his body hanging limply at the end of its tail. It didn’t speak, but he could tell it intended to cause him even more pain. You won’t get the chance, bastard.

Pecker charged his body with all the mana he could, turning himself into a bomb. It would hurt like hell, destroying him completely as every part of his body was blown to pieces. Pecker didn’t care; it was the only thing left for him to do. His last chance at redemption, of undoing some of the damage he had caused. Gorgath watched impassively, knowing that even this suicidal attack wouldn’t be enough to do any real damage.

This is all I have to offer. My last act. I just wish it was enough.

***

Natsu had been assigned to guard the prisoners. At first they tried to talk to him, but Natsu knew better than to give into boredom. Speaking to prisoners was a liability. He stayed perfectly quiet, sipping his tea and ignoring them. Eventually, they gave up, falling silent in their beds.

“Did you feel that?” Solon sat bolt upright, looking around in terror. Natsu obviously could sense the aura; the sheer power was overwhelming. “What the hell is that?”

Raven looked to the north, her hands shaking. “It’s Lilithian,” she whispered in awe. “There’s a demon here.”

It was the only real explanation for what they were feeling. Only a demon could have such a powerful and evil aura. Solon approached the bars. “Natsu, you’ve got to let us out.”

“It’s under control. Lady Cyra took 100 men to prevent the demon’s release,” Natsu said without flinching. He had been briefed on the plan to stop Septimius releasing the demon, and knew it was well under control.

“Obviously she failed; even I can sense that monster,” Mina said, grabbing the bars. “You have to let us out so we can help!”

Natsu looked at her, amused. Did she really think he would believe that? They were prisoners; they’d say anything to be released.

“I have received explicit orders to not let you out until your trial. Stay calm; everything is under control.” Natsu felt his voice wobble a little, hating himself for the weakness. Even so, it was hard not to be scared feeling such a powerful demon so nearby.

“There’s no way anyone in this city can fight a demon,” Solon said. “You need to evacuate the city, or everyone is going to die.”

Natsu smiled at them reassuringly. “The Deji are the protectors of this city. We’ve faced many enemies in the past and always triumphed. Even if the demon did somehow get loose, this time will be no different.”

“You’re insane,” Raven said. Natsu frowned at her, but it was hardly the first time a criminal had made such an accusation.

“I have faith,” Natsu countered. He got to his feet, walking over to the bars with long strides. “Perhaps if you all had a little more faith, we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.” The stone on the table buzzed rhythmically. Natsu watched it, his eyes slowly widening in terror. “That’s impossible.”

“What happened?” Solon grabbed the bars. Natsu was glad he didn’t know the code used by the encoded Message Stones.

“Lady Cyra has disappeared, the Deji were defeated,” Felimie translated.

“It’s … it’s a temporary setback,” Natsu said, his confidence dashed. “Lady Cyra must have some sort of plan.”

“Your forces have been routed. You’ve lost,” Felimie said.

“Shut up, Demonkin,” Natsu spat. “You’re probably glad; another demon in the world is a good thing for you!”

“Bastard, come over here and say that again,” Solon spat, reaching through the bars.

“Solon, stay calm. This isn’t helping,” Mina scolded. She continued in a softer voice. “Natsu, Felimie is right. Your troops are in danger. You need all the help you can get. We’re A-Rank adventurers, we can help you.”

Natsu paced back and forth, feeling more unsure than he had in years. Ever since he joined the Deji, life had been easy. He didn’t have to make difficult decisions, he just had to follow orders. If he didn’t know right from wrong, it didn’t matter, because Lady Cyra did. She was his guiding light, the one who showed him what to do. If she had failed, then who would guide him?

“Natsu, look at me,” Mina said. Natsu let himself turn to her, seeing the compassion in her expression. “We can help. Please.”

The key in Natsu’s pocket felt so heavy. He was only supposed to use it when given an order to do so. No one had given him an order, so he shouldn’t use it. For once, that logic didn’t seem so simple. “You… Do you have a plan?”


“Of course,” Solon said, nodding emphatically. “I know exactly what to do.” 

Natsu reached for the key slowly. “Okay… but don’t tell anyone I did this.”

***

Hayley was at Shinsui’s house again. This time, he didn’t have any tasks for her, so she was enjoying a cup of tea in his back garden with him. It was a temperate morning, with a pleasant breeze and lots of sunlight. The peace didn’t last, as they both felt the sudden release of an immense vile power.

“What is that?” Shinsui said, turning towards the source. “I’ve only sensed mana like this once before, from a demon. But even that wasn’t this strong.”

“Oh fuck. I thought they were just researching Lilith’s artifacts. I didn’t think they’d be crazy enough to actually try to awaken a demon!” Hayley stood up, knocking her chair over. “I need to report this.”

“Does the king have anyone nearby?” Shinsui asked, getting up with her.

“Steelside was coming, but he isn’t due for another day.” Hayley rang her hands. She should’ve known this plan was too complicated. But orders were orders, especially when they came from the king.

“Tell him to hurry. In the meantime, get ready for a fight. I’ll grab my swords.”

“You want to fight that?”

“No,” Shinsui said, his voice filled with mirth. “But it’s right in the middle of the city. If we don’t fight it, then who knows how many people it’ll kill?”

Hayley swallowed. Her hands were shaking despite her attempts to control them. How could we possibly fight that monster?

Shinsui rested his hand on top of hers. Hayley was suddenly reminded of when he taught her magic all those years ago. “Hayley. We can do this. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”


Chapter 48: To Death or Glory

Septimius couldn’t believe how strong Gorgath was. He had thought there was a chance it could escape the spell, but he never thought it would happen so fast. Regardless, Septimius always had a contingency plan. While the Deji were being slaughtered, he slipped away. He went to his private quarters, opening a secret compartment only he and the previous heads of the household knew about.

Inside was Septimius I’s seven fold seal. He always thought it looked remarkably ordinary, just a piece of paper with some lines on it. But once it left its container, any mage could feel the immense power emanating from it. This was an item capable of restraining a demon general, few like it existed in the entire world. Its magic was specifically keyed to Gorgath, so regrettably, it could only be used on it.

“Huh, I expected more, to be honest,” Selene said. She was leaning against the wall, smirking casually.

Septimius tensed, sensing something off in her tone. “Yes, well, sometimes powerful things don’t appear that way.”

“So true,” Selene drawled. She sauntered forward. “Give it to me.”

“Why?” Selene smiled in a way that made him feel very foolish for ever trusting her. He started casting a spell. Pain bloomed in his chest, stealing his breath. Looking down, he saw the tip of a blade poking out of his chest. Turning back, he saw Yuki transform into a druid. Who is that? Selene took the seal from his hands.

“Thank you. A gentleman to the end.”

***

Natsu took them to retrieve their possessions, equipping them with everything they needed to fight before leading them outside. He even let Raven take the bangle back. Most of the Deji from the prison had already been called away, so it was just them and Natsu.

“Alright, team, here’s the plan. We head south, travelling through the night. We don’t stop until we hit Flamburg,” Solon said, pointing in the desired direction.

“What about the demon?” Natsu asked.

“What about it? We can’t possibly fight that thing,” Solon said, shaking his head. “Going anywhere near it is a suicide mission.”

Natsu stomped his foot. “I released you so you could fight!”

“Pretty sure that’s a war crime,” Solon said, pursing his lips. “I don’t think the Deji would approve of prisoners being forced to fight.”

“But Solon, we have a duty to protect the populace,” Mina protested. Solon was afraid of this. When they were talking to Natsu, he had hoped that she was just manipulating him to get out of jail. Unfortunately, it seemed her desire to fight the demon was genuine.

“Here’s the thing: we can’t. There’s literally nothing we can do. This isn’t like the werewolves, or even the druids; this is way above our paygrade. This would be SS-class at least, probably higher. This is the sort of enemy whole armies fight,” Solon said, gesturing wildly. “We wouldn’t be saving anyone. We’d just get ourselves killed.”

“A bird,” Raven said, holding out her hand. The bird gave her a piece of paper, which she scanned. “It’s a spell to control the demon.”

“How convenient,” Solon said, looking at her skeptically.

“Pecker sent it,” Raven said, reading it in more detail.

“The druid terrorist? Well, at least we know it’s from a trustworthy source,” Solon said sarcastically.

Felimie moved to read the spell over Raven’s shoulder. “It’s not a control spell.”

Solon crossed his arms victoriously. “I knew it. Obviously, this is a trick to get us killed.”

“No- it’s a legitimate spell, but Raven misread it. This is Lilithian script; the spell doesn’t control a demon, it’s designed to kill a demon,” Felimie said. “The scripts are similar, and the words appear the same as Lilith viewed the 2 concepts as intrinsically linked, or at least that’s what the scholars of the subject believe. It’s a little debated whether it’s-”

“Felimie, stay focused. Is there any chance that this will actually work?” Solon asked, stopping her from getting lost on a tangent. Felimie took the spell, inspecting it closely.

“Um, it could work, but it’s Lilithian magic. It’s like druidic magic, but not quite the same. It’s stronger, and more controlling.” Felimie drifted off awkwardly. “It’s hard to explain.”

“So it’s impossible. Alright, back to plan A of running away, any complaints?” Solon looked at each of them in turn. Even Natsu lowered his head.

“There might be a way,” Felimie said. “If… if I could retrieve the grimoire, I might be able to use it to support Raven. It’s a bit complicated, and everything would need to be done perfectly, but if it works, we might be able to overcome the demon’s natural defences.”

Mina grinned. “Natsu, where’s the grimoire?”

“Grimoire? We didn’t find a grimoire.” Solon sighed in relief, glad they didn’t. He did not want to try this.

“If they awakened the demon, it makes sense that they would need the grimoire to do so,” Mina said, rubbing her chin.

Solon looked to the heavens. “Oh Mene above no…”

“Yes, we were told they had moved some of the artifacts to Septimius’ manor!” Natsu cheered. “It’s the only explanation.”

“Guys… are we sure we want to do this? We’d be heading towards a thing that can kill us effortlessly, in the vain hope an ancient book is near it and has everything we need to kill it. Doesn’t that seem like a long shot to you?” Mina put a hand on Solon’s shoulder.

“We’ve faced grave odds before, and we’ve always prevailed. As our fearless leader, you’ve led us to hell and back. I’m sure that if you lead the way, we’ll all follow you proudly. So tell us the plan.” Solon was a little surprised to hear himself described as fearless. But regardless, she was right. He did have a plan. He wished he didn’t.

***

So far, Gorgath’s path of destruction had been largely localised to the area around Septimius’ home. They could not tell why. Perhaps it knew about the Lilithian artifacts, or maybe it wished for revenge on the household that imprisoned it. Both were possible; it was also possible it had no rational thought left at all. Either way, Gorgath’s being there was a problem. It made getting access to the grimoire without being seen by it almost impossible.

The problem was the bridge leading into the compound. Gorgath was directly across from it, destroying sections of the manor seemingly at random. To get past them, a distraction was needed. Raven was too important to risk, and Felimie was a non-combatant. That left Solon, Natsu and Mina. The trio took a position around the corner, observing the destruction.

“I think I understand now, this is why I was blessed,” Natsu said. He was carrying a long spear, his weapon of choice. “Soleil, if it is my fate to die today, I only ask that my death has meaning.”

“Glad to see you’re so confident in my leadership,” Solon quipped, feeling the need to lighten the mood a little. “Remember, team, the goal isn’t to actually kill it. We’ll never succeed if we try, so we won’t. We just want to distract it, and draw it away from the population.”

The evacuation was well underway, with most of the immediate area already empty. They were fleeing south, so they’d lead it north. Raven and Felimie were positioned to the west, waiting for Gorgath to move before they entered the manor.

“Solon, I meant what I said. If someone has to die, let it be me,” Natsu said, grabbing his hand. “I swore myself to the protection of the city and all of its inhabitants; that includes you even if you are a criminal.”

“I’m legitimately impressed. Okay, I will,” Solon said. Mina looked at him, scandalised. “If it comes to that,” he added quickly. “Which it won’t. Mina, it’s time to begin. Activate Decoy.”

Mina nodded, stepping out onto the road. Decoy often failed against intelligent enemies, as they were able to ignore their instincts. Despite their monstrous appearance, demons are generally thought to be intelligent; Gorgath being a general, it was particularly so. But so far, it had killed everyone who came anywhere near it, so the mere act of getting its attention should be enough.

As expected, as soon as she activated the spell, Gorgath turned to her. It leaped over the river in a single bound, landing with a heavy crash. Not yet. It moved forward faster than a galloping horse. Solon almost didn’t react in time, raising the chains to ensnare him. Dozens of chains wrapped around it, tripping it and binding its arms and legs. Solon added more as quickly as he could, fresh chains coming from his hands, feet and elbows.

It didn’t matter. Gorgath flexed, and they all broke to pieces. It turned to Solon, sneering contemptuously. “In the name of Soleil, I will send you to your mistress!” Natsu charged forward, his spear lowered. The tip glowed a bright purple as he plunged it into Gorgath’s back.

It didn’t even break the skin. Gorgath grabbed the end of the spear, throwing Natsu off of it into a building. A sickening crack sounded when he hit. Impressively, he got back up, racing straight back into the fray. Is he trying to die?


His distraction gave Mina a chance to attack. She hit Gorgath as hard as she could in the stomach. It had no effect. It slapped her away with its tail, throwing her across the street. Turning back to Natsu, it caught his wild punch, crushing his fist in its hand. The sound of Natsu’s pained scream reverberated through the air. Solon tried to interfere with his chains, then immediately regretted it. Gorgath tried to pull him in, but he had the good sense to dismiss the chains before he could. But that only brought him a second as Gorgath literally crushed Natsu’s good arm with its bare hands. Natsu crumbled to the ground, beaten. 

Mina tried to attack again and was once more slapped aside like a fly. Gorgath was focused on Solon. In the face of such overwhelming strength, there was only one sensible thing to do. Run. Solon didn’t even finish turning before he felt something piercing his calves one after the other. He fell to the floor, crying out in pain. He heard Mina calling out, but she didn’t look much better herself.

“Stay away from me!” Solon shot his chains at the demon. The crazed attack was as ineffective as everything else they had tried. Solon tried to crawl away. Gorgath appeared in front of him, hand reared back, ready to end his life. Solon covered himself in chainmail, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference. To a monster like this, his steel might as well have been tissue paper. Why did I ever think we could fight it? “Somebody save me!”

***

“Somebody save me!”

Solon was right. Gorgath was an enemy unlike any they had ever fought before. They were only stalling for time, yet even that seemed impossible. A minute against a demon felt like a lifetime. They had fought as hard as they could, and couldn’t even slow it down. It had beaten Natsu like he was nothing. Mina’s attacks didn’t even phase him. Solon’s going to die. I told him to fight, and now because of me, he’s going to die.

Mina felt something strange inside her. She didn’t have long to figure out what it was. All she knew was that it felt strong. I can save Solon. She didn’t give it any more thought; she handed herself over to the power. Solon.

***

Solon closed his eyes, bracing for the end. But it didn’t come. When he opened them, Gorgath was gone. He looked around frantically, searching for his would-be killer. Then he saw it. A giant bipedal tiger with yellow and black fur mauling Gorgath. It had sharp black claws. Around its neck, a length of chain glistened in the morning light. It was growling furiously as it scratched Gorgath again and again in a frenzy.

It’s hurting Gorgath. Gorgath was bleeding, dozens of small wounds forming on its chest and face. “What the hell is that thing?”

Solon looked for Mina, but he already knew he wouldn’t find her. Somehow, he knew that the tiger monster before him was Mina. He had no idea how it had happened, but she had transformed herself into that beast to protect him. My Mana. The feeling was unmistakable. It was like when he healed someone, his mana was flowing into her. I’m doing this to her.

Gorgath finally tired of being attacked, throwing Mina aside. She skidded as she landed, her claws digging into the ground. She pounced again, aiming a solid punch at Gorgath’s face. Gorgath dodged, countering with a cross punch that left her wobbling on her feet.

She needs help. Solon couldn’t stand, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make her an opening. He snaked his chains across the ground slowly, banking on Gorgath being too focused on her to notice. Mina kept attacking, focused entirely on pure offense. The attacks that landed cut its skin, but it avoided most of them. That was until Solon’s chains wrapped around its eyes.

For the first time, he heard Gorgath’s voice as it roared with fury. The low growl shook Solon to the core, but at least Mina landed a solid hit to its throat. Her claws cut through the skin, piercing its windpipe.

“It’s dead!” Solon’s cheer proved premature. Gorgath glowed a bright green, and its wounds started to seal themselves. “Oh, fuck.”

Mina attacked again, but Gorgath was ready for her. It grabbed her hands, slamming her into the ground. Then it did it again. And again. Solon watched helplessly as Mina was brutalised. She tried to fight back, but she couldn’t get any traction. Gorgath was in complete control. “Mina, no.”

Solon tried to send his chains to help. Gorgath threw her limp form aside casually. Gorgath turned to him, lips peeling back to show row after row of shark-like teeth.

It’s over.

***

As soon as Gorgath was gone, Raven and Felimie made a beeline across the bridge. The manor was in ruins, limiting their search options. Fortunately, Raven had been studying tracking magic. A few well cast spells later, and she knew exactly where to go. The wall of the building had crumbled to nothing, letting her enter without incident.

Inside, she found a whole cache of magic items. But that wasn’t all she found. A woman was there waiting for her.

“Hello, Raven,” Selene said, smiling genially. Raven’s blood ran cold. “You have something I want.”

“I killed you,” Raven said. She remembered Selene from the werewolf incident when she had stabbed her and let her bleed to death.

“You’ll find I’m not so easy to kill, darling,” Selene said, smirking. “Or perhaps you’re just not very good at killing people.”

“Aw, don’t feel bad. You’re just a good person Raven, you don’t have the mentality to be a killer.” The cold left Raven, replaced with pure burning fury.

“CROW!”

“Hiya, Raven, I’m here to save you.” Crow was holding the grimoire under one arm, waving with the other. Raven had already shot an arrow at him. Selene countered it with a blast of ice.

“Play nice now, Raven,” Selene scolded.

“You bastard, I’ll kill you,” Raven screamed, shooting arrows as fast as she could. Selene deflected them all with casual ease.

“Raven, calm down. We’re not here to fight.” Crow raised his free hand in a gesture of surrender.

“I am!” Raven ran up the walls as she shot. Selene tried to counter her attacks, but Raven was getting used to her attack pattern. At the last moment, she bent the arrows around the ice with her wind, letting them continue on towards Crow. Crow’s eyes widened, then he raised the grimoire to defend himself. Raven bent her arrows away at the last second.

“See, you didn’t want to hurt me really,” Crow said, nodding to himself with a satisfied look. “You’re not a killer, Raven. That bastard Solon is just manipulating you.”

Hearing Solon’s name reminded Raven of why she was there. I can kill Crow later. Saving them comes first. “What do you want?”

“I want you to join us,” Crow said. Raven laughed loudly.

“Join the man who killed my girlfriend? You’re insane.” Crow showed negative emotions for the first time.

“She wasn’t your girlfriend, Raven. She was manipulating you just like Solon is now.” His grip on the grimoire tightened.

“You’re pathetic, you know that, right? You can’t compete with Solon or Slydark, so you resort to … this.” Raven gestured to the chaos around them. “Is your plan to literally kill everyone on Gaia, so I have no choice but to date you? If it is, I’ll save you some time; I’d rather kill myself. Or you. Or both.”

“Raven, don’t say things like that!” Crow stomped his foot. “Why can’t you see I’m doing what’s best for you?”

“Not that this little lovers’ tiff isn’t cute, but we have a job to do,” Selene said, giving Crow a pointed look. “We can finish this discussion another time.”

“Leave the grimoire,” Raven ordered, drawing her bow again.

“Sorry, Raven, but we need this. I can’t explain it all to you right now, but this is super important,” Crow said, his smile returning. “You’re going to be so impressed when you hear what I’ve been up to.”

“Wanna bet?” Raven was done messing around. She took another shot, this time aiming at Selene. Selene tried to block, but she was too slow. Raven only got a glancing hit, but it was a good sign.

“So feisty,” Selene said, rubbing her bleeding bicep. Her body started to steam, the ground beneath her cracking as it froze. “I suppose I have time to teach you a quick lesson.”

“You promised you wouldn’t hurt her,” Crow said. Selene rolled her eyes.

“I won’t kill her. I’ll just hurt her enough to teach her a lesson.” She looked at Felimie, who was trying to hide behind a broken section of wall. “We still need to finish the job, after all.”

Blades of ice formed beneath her feet. She glided across the ground like it was a frozen lake, making a beeline straight for Felimie. Raven shot an arrow after her, but was intercepted by Crow’s acid. “Calm down, Raven. We’re not going to hurt you.”

Felimie tried to run, but her feet were frozen to the ground. She fell, crying out in pain. Then Selene was upon her, her hand drawn back with icicles extending from her fingers like claws. Raven shot an arrow, but with Crow in the way, she already knew it wouldn’t be enough.

“Follow my instructions closely, and we can win this,” a familiar voice whispered into her ear, with no apparent source.


Chapter 49: Flee

“You don’t have to come with me. You should get to safety with the others,” Hayley said, jumping from rooftop to rooftop on her way to face Lilith’s demon.

“Not a chance,” Shinsui said, flying behind her. He was riding a large broadsword like a surfboard, cutting through the air, with a dozen more swords trailing behind him.

“You could die,” Hayley warned.

“There are worse things than death,” Shinsui said. Below them, the peasants were fleeing, carrying everything they could as they raced to leave the city. “And don’t count me out just yet. I am still your mentor. I may not be as young as I used to be, but I’m still just as strong.”

Hayley didn’t respond to the obvious bait. “Just… don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

“I promise. And fear not, I’ve brought my strongest swords.” Shinsui was a sword dancer, a specific type of sword mage. Each of his swords was specifically chosen. All magic relies on emotions for power to some extent, but his more than most. The more connected he felt to a blade, the more of his magic he could channel through it. He could buy an artifact and barely get more use out of it than a normal iron sword, and vice versa. Each of the blades he had with him he had specially trained with, honing the blades for maximum power over many years. He was not fighting unarmed. Even so, Hayley couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding as they approached the demon general.

They arrived just in time to see the tiger monster be cast aside, Gorgath turning its sight back on Solon. Hayley acted immediately, charging herself with power. She drop-kicked Gorgath in the face. As soon as she made contact, she released her lightning into it, frying it with her full strength. This was not the time to hold back.

Gorgath growled, swatting at her as she fell to the ground. Shinsui stopped it, though, blasting a sword straight into its arm.

“Hayley, Shinsui, run away. We can’t win,” Solon shouted. Hayley smirked as she rolled beside him.

“Maybe you can’t,” she mocked. Gorgath shook his body like a dog, seemingly recovering from the shock. “But you and I have never been equal.”

“Really, bragging now?” Hayley smirked, then she noticed the state Solon’s legs were in.

“Goddesses above, are you okay?” Shinsui shot more swords at Gorgath, keeping it busy. The tiger monster got back up, charging Gorgath from behind. Its attacks were wild and uncontrolled, but it was fighting their enemy, so Hayley was willing to accept it was their ally.

“I’ve been better,” Solon replied.

“Only you could be this annoying with 2 holes in your legs,” Hayley said. Gorgath leapt into the air, Shinsui dodging by a hair. “I need to help him. Are you going to bleed to death while I’m gone?”

“I can treat myself,” Solon said, pulling off his shirt and tearing it to make bandages. Hayley nodded, then shot the blast of lightning she had been charging. Gorgath abandoned a swing at Shinsui, bending over almost 180 degrees to avoid Hayley’s lightning and blocking the tiger monster’s wild attack with its tail. “I don’t suppose you have a potion?”

A dagger floated down with a potion on it. Shinsui was dancing around Gorgath with impossible grace, yet somehow he had the mental space left to send the potion as well. He really is an amazing warrior.

Solon took the potion, drinking it without delay. “That’s… better,” he said. “Go fight. I’ll take care of Natsu.”

Hayley had no idea who Natsu was. She guessed he was the unconscious Deji with a mangled arm. She didn’t have time to think about it; Solon was okay, so she needed to focus on the demon terrorising the city. She charged her body with lightning, a technique she had developed after she joined the king’s men. It allowed her to make her reflexes far better than any normal human, even able to keep up with a ki user.

Blitzing forward, she delivered a lightning infused palm strike to Gorgath’s back. “Let’s see if you really are immortal, bastard!”

***

Xalon was known to most as an eccentric old man. People tended to think of him as an alchemist who enjoyed magic in a purely academic sense. In a way, this was true; his studies of magic had been mostly theoretical. But in his youth, things had been rather different.

Xalon lost his parents at a young age. Back in those days, there weren’t many options available for a young orphan. The best choice was to join the military. Xalon was lucky that he had good potential for magic, so they trained him as a battle mage. He had imagined it would be like the stories he heard about adventurers. The reality was rather different from the fantasy.

Xalon had lost count of how many lives he had ended in his decades of service. He developed the ability to counter magic, cancelling other mages’ spells, which proved useful in combat. It was the constant death that had motivated him to join the Seekers. They showed him that magic could be used to improve the world, but more than that, he hoped he could find a way to end all wars. He had believed that demon control was the way, but now he realised how foolish that was. Only Lilith could control demons; no mere mortal could hope to replicate such a feat.

He also realised something else. Selene knew this from the start. Everything she promised was a lie. He did not know what she was after, but he knew that he was nothing more than a pawn in her game. A useful idiot to keep around and eventually discard. Her plan was almost perfect, except she forgot one key detail. Xalon was a very powerful idiot.

So when the demon got loose, he didn’t focus on trying to fight it. That was a fool’s errand. Instead, he quietly activated his invisibility magic and searched for Selene. He wanted to know what she was hoping to gain.

He found her with Crow- Xalon recognised him from his wanted posters. He was one of the most infamous men in the entire country. He was saddened to learn they had killed Septimius; if he had found them sooner, perhaps he could’ve stopped it. But Xalon knew better than to get hung up on what ifs. He thought they would leave after they got the grimoire and the seal, but they didn’t. Instead, they stayed, Crow casting spells one after the other. They were searching for something. Or someone.

Xalon could’ve intervened, perhaps, were he not so focused on maintaining his invisibility and suppressing Gorgath’s power. So he was forced to merely observe. Selene was coy and tight-lipped, seemingly permanently on guard. Crow was less reserved. He spoke openly of their plan. They wanted Felimie. Apparently, she was the key to some sort of plan, although why was unclear. Was it because she was a demonkin?

Xalon’s pondering was cut short when Raven arrived. The ensuing argument was no more enlightening until Selene made her move for Felimie, that is. Raven tried to stop her, but she wasn’t able to. Xalon however, had one more trick up his sleeve. Literally.

“Crow has the seal, use it to stop Gorgath. I’ll rescue Felimie,” he whispered to her. Pulling out the potion, he smashed it onto the floor, flooding the area with purple smoke. Chaos ensued as everyone tried to figure out what exactly had happened. He trusted Raven would do as he asked, so focused his energy on freeing Felimie. A quick spell cancelled the ice magic, allowing her to free herself.

Moving over, he grabbed Selene before she could restrain her. “You’re not Raven. An invisible opponent, how annoying,” she mused. Xalon felt ice forming on his skin, the cold biting deep. He quickly cancelled her spell. “Ah, so it’s you, Xalon. Still playing the hero at your age?”

She delivered an elbow to his stomach, winding him. This allowed her to break out of his grip. “If I am a hero, what does that make you?”

“You’re not the first to call me a villain, and you won’t be the last.” The smoke was starting to clear. Raven had disappeared along with Felimie, leaving a baffled Crow in her wake.

“She’s got the grimoire!” Crow shouted, feeling where the book should be. “And the seal!”

To her credit, Selene stayed remarkably calm. “A set back certainly, but we can always retrieve it later.” She extended her arms, claws of ice forming. Xalon reactivated his invisibility, then fled. “Oh come now, darling. Will no one stay and dance with me?”

Xalon dared to look back, seeing her throwing icicles in every direction. He grunted when one hit his back, falling to the ground. He struggled back to his feet, dismissing the icicle in his back. He felt blood seeping out of him. Perhaps I should have left it there. He was bleeding heavily, the loss of blood weakening him drastically.

“I think you hit him. Should we take him; he might know something useful?” Crow asked.

Selene approached him, tapping her lip with her finger. “If you go missing, everyone will think Gorgath killed you,” she mused. “I’d be awfully embarrassed if I didn’t take advantage of that.”


Chapter 50: Solon’s Sword

For his battle with Gorgath, Shinsui brought all his best swords. Enchanted blades he had obtained through his travels, each of which had survived great battles and grown stronger for it. Most could only lightly wound the demon, but he had one sword that was- in his hands- stronger than any other.

Shinsui came from a long line of warriors, his family being well known for their military tradition. Perhaps that’s why they were wiped out when he was young. Shinsui became a travelling mercenary. He would take missions like an adventurer, or join armies going to war. He didn’t care who he was fighting for, he even fought for Helkiti. That all changed when he met his wife, Lala. She was a Nekomi, but she was no warrior. She hired Shinsui as a bodyguard as she travelled through The Frozen South. To Shinsui, it was just another job, nothing life changing.

A month later, he proposed. Lala laughed at him and called him an idiot. 3 weeks later, they were married, and a month after that, she was pregnant with their first child. They decided to give up adventuring at that point, settling down in Lala’s family home just outside of Labity. It had been in a terrible state of disrepair, but they fixed it up together. Shinsui had plenty of money from his days as an adventurer, so he didn’t need to work.

For a time, Shinsui was happy. He had finally found something worth protecting. It was a cruel twist of fate that he wasn’t there to protect it when it mattered most.

He had only left for a few hours, heading to the market to buy his daughter a birthday present. The attacker was a former enemy from Shinsui’s life as a mercenary. Shinsui didn’t even recognise him. He killed him before he could explain who he was.

After that, Shinsui thought he would never open his heart to anyone again. What was the point when they ended up dying? He rarely left his house, doing everything he could to keep it exactly the way Lala had left it.

Then one day he saw a scruffy teenager with angry eyes. She was a human, but somehow she looked exactly like Shinsui’s daughter. Hayley was guarded, refusing to tell him much about her situation. All she would say was that she was alone, like Shinsui. He decided to take her in, offering to teach her magic. She agreed, becoming his first student.

Hayley was a demanding young woman. She always seemed so angry and determined to push herself to be stronger. Shinsui wasn’t surprised when she developed her lightning magic; she would settle for nothing less. He would always remember the joy in her eyes as it sparked around her the first time, proving she really was special.

A few years later, Shinsui found another scared teenager. Shinsui spoke to him, learning he had been cast out of The Order of the Radiant Night and left homeless. His name was Solon. Shinsui wasn’t looking to find another apprentice, but he knew Solon needed help, so he lied and said he was.

Solon naturally jumped at the chance. He was already capable of healing magic, but Shinsui taught him how to use battle magic. Solon was a diligent student, even if he wasn’t particularly talented. Shinsui had him stay in what was once his daughter’s room. Solon didn’t complain, even when his feet hung off the end of the bed. Eventually, Shinsui made him a full adult bed, putting his daughter’s bed into storage.

Hayley wasn’t happy to have another apprentice, and she made this clear to Solon. Perhaps the one thing she did enjoy was having a chance to show off how much stronger she was, defeating Solon every time they sparred. Shinsui ensured they were never too violent, but that was not an issue. Despite their posturing, he knew they cared about each other, really. It was like they were a family.

It was some time later that Solon presented Shinsui with a sword. He had studied sword craft carefully, getting what he believed to be a perfect blade. Shinsui had to leave the room, so Solon wouldn’t see him cry. In his family, there was a tradition that a child presented their father with a sword as a way of symbolising their becoming a full warrior. They were offering their loyalty to their father, pledging to always fight beside them.

Shinsui couldn’t bind Solon to his cursed family. He hid the sword away, never looking at it again. But magic, especially that of a sword dancer, is all about emotion. The greater the emotion a sword dancer feels towards a sword, the more potential he can pull out of it. That’s why Shinsui decided there was only one situation he would ever use the sword in.

This is Solon’s sword. I will only use it to protect my family.

That vow meant the sword was filled with his mana in a way no other was. When it struck Gorgath, he caused the monster to cry out in pain. For the first time, the demon retreated a step. Shinsui watched as it glowed green, healing itself yet again. It’s slowing down.

When he first started fighting the demon, it had healed insanely fast. Its wounds sealing shut before his eyes. Finally, after wearing him down with dozens of enchanted swords, his regeneration had started to slow down. Hayley shot another lightning attack, layering on the damage. Gorgath’s tail lashed out towards Hayley’s neck. She avoided it by a hair. The beast, who Shinsui realised was Mina using some kind of transformation magic, used this opportunity to bite Gorgath’s neck. She might’ve done more damage if she wasn’t forced to leap away to avoid a fatal stab to her neck from its tail.

“Hayley, keep your distance. If that tail hits you, it’s all over,” Shinsui warned. He tried to attack again, but Gorgath was wary, dodging his attack smoothly. This left him open to another shock from Hayley.

“Worry about yourself, middle-aged man,” Hayley said, dancing around the tail.

“You’re as arrogant as ever.”

***

Solon’s legs had stopped bleeding, the potion doing its work. Solon still couldn’t walk, so he had to crawl over to Natsu. The Deji’s injuries were severe; he had been unconscious since Gorgath crushed his limbs. If Solon didn’t do something, there was a real chance he would succumb to his wounds. Solon quickly got to work. He couldn’t heal him fully, he neither had the mana reserves nor the time to do so. But he could stabilise him and ensure that, if they somehow survived, he would regain the use of his arms. As he worked, he allowed himself to watch Shinsui, Mina and Hayley fight Gorgath.

Shinsui was Hayley’s teacher. He had trained her for years, teaching her everything he knew. Naturally, she was able to fight in almost perfect sync with him. They were just too fast and well coordinated for Gorgath to counter. Mina’s attacks were much wilder, seemingly moving on pure instinct. Hayley and Shinsui had to compensate for her lack of coordination, but both had fought with previously unknown allies before, so compensated well. The trio kept up the pressure, never letting up. Even Gorgath couldn’t fight them all at the same time.

Every time it tried to score a decisive blow against one, another would attack, ruining its chances. It kept regenerating, but the damage was building up. It was starting to reach the point where it couldn’t keep up anymore, accumulating damage faster than it could heal.

They can win.

“Solon, are you okay?” Raven and Felimie returned. They had the grimoire.

“I’m fine, if you have a potion use it on Natsu,” Solon instructed. The potions wouldn’t be enough to heal Natsu, but it would help and Solon had already taken one. It was doing its work slowly, but surely.

“I have a salve-”

“Same thing,” Solon said. Raven quickly got to work, applying it to Natsu’s injuries.

Natsu regained consciousness, groaning in pain. “Ugh, my head- wait, what happened?”


“Um, I’m not actually sure,” Solon admitted. “But we’re winning.” 

The group all turned to watch the fight unfolding in awe. “Is that Shinsui? I knew he was your mentor, but I had no idea he was such a remarkable warrior,” Raven said.

“They’re actually fighting Gorgath. I didn’t think anyone could do that,” Felimie added. “Should we help?”

“In the state I’m in, I would just get in the way,” Solon admitted, reluctantly. He was providing Mina mana, and healing Natsu at the same time. He couldn’t afford to waste mana trying to fight as well. “Set up the spell to take him down. I don’t know how long those 3 can keep this up.”

“I have something,” Raven said. She took out a strange piece of paper from her pocket, that radiated mana reminiscent of Mene’s Tear. “I stole it.”

“It’s the same seal Septimius used against Gorgath the first time. I think if I adjust the ritual, I could incorporate its power to strengthen the spell,” Felimie said. “But we need to get Imra.”

“What? Why? Couldn’t we just use it?” Solon asked. Felimie shook her head.

“Only Septimius’ bloodline can use it in its current form.” Natsu tried to sit up, screaming in pain. “Stay still, dumbass.”

“I can get Imra,” Natsu said, sitting up successfully.

“Both your arms are broken, or rather crushed,” Solon said, still healing him.

“My legs are fine. Raven and Felimie need to set up the ritual, and you can’t walk. I’m the only one who can do this.” Even in this situation, Natsu was smiling. Solon had to admire his determination. He was insane, but determined.

“I can use tracking magic to find her,” Raven offered.

Solon looked at the fight raging with Gorgath. They were doing well, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think it was beaten. He had seen first-hand just how impossibly powerful the demon was. “Alright. We don’t have any choice. Try not to move your arms and come straight back here. Felimie, try Pecker’s ritual first. We’ll use the seal if Imra comes. Raven and I will protect you as best we can.”

“Right!”

Raven cast the spell. “She’s at the Seeker compound.”

Felimie helped Natsu get to his feet, his arms hanging limply. “Felimie, thank you,” Natsu said, looking at her intensely. Then he ran off, heading to the compound.

Felimie got to work, opening the grimoire and drawing runes on Raven’s body in ink. “This might hurt a little, but it shouldn’t cause you any harm.”


Chapter 51: Broken Blade

Imra always thought the Seekers of the Absolute Magic were the good guys. Yes, they did illegal stuff, but they always made sure no one got hurt. She knew about the plans with Gorgath, but Xalon had assured her that he wouldn’t do anything foolish. If they weren’t in complete control, it wouldn’t be released.

What happened?

Part of Imra wanted to believe that if she had been there, she could’ve stopped it somehow, but she knew this wasn’t true. Xalon and Septimius were both highly skilled mages, and they failed. She would have only been in the way. She would only ever be in the way. She was in the compound, trying to gather the research they had done so far. Xalon’s terrible organisational system made it difficult, but she couldn’t stand the idea of everything they did being for naught.

“Imra!” Natsu shouted. Imra dropped the files she was holding, raising her hands in terror. “I’m not here to fight.”

“I’ll say.” Imra took in the sight of his purple arms hanging limply. “Did Gorgath-”

“That isn’t important right now! You need to come with me; you’re the only one who can stop Gorgath!” Natsu stepped towards her. Imra stepped back, hitting Xalon's desk.

“What? You must be mistaken. I’m not a mage or, well… anything. I’m weak!”

“I know,” Natsu said. Imra deflated at his frank agreement. “But we have the seal, and it can only be used by someone of Septimius’ bloodline. You’re our only hope.”

“Wait, so my cousin’s dead?” Natsu hesitated, then nodded. “Septimius is dead.”

Septimius had always been better than her. It wasn’t just in terms of magic, either. Whether it was dancing, maths or diplomacy, Septimius was always her superior. She couldn’t even compete; that’s why she was sent away. “If Septimius couldn’t beat Gorgath, I’d just be in the way…”

Natsu smiled a pained smile. “Look. Maybe you’re right, maybe this is all hopeless and everyone is going to die.”

Imra waited patiently, expecting him to continue. He didn’t, he just stood there grinning like a psychopath. “That’s it? That’s your speech to convince me. Shouldn’t you be saying something like ‘You have a duty as a noble’ or ‘Only you can do this’?”

“You already know that,” Natsu said. “You know the situation, too. Gorgath broke both my arms in seconds. Fighting it is a fool’s errand. But I’m going to keep trying, because that’s the type of person I want to be. You can stay here, or you can join me.”

Natsu turned on his heel, heading back the way he came. Imra couldn’t believe what he was doing. He was marching towards certain death with a smile on his face. Did he really think he could win? Or did he just not care? Natsu never struck her as the suicidal type, although he was almost certainly insane. He always said he would do anything for the Deji, but she never took him seriously before.

Would I do anything for the Seekers? Imra knew the Seekers would be blamed for this. It was genuinely their fault. But if she helped stop it, maybe she could shield them from the danger, even if only a little. “Natsu, wait up. I’m coming with you!”

***

Xalon panted for breath, more exhausted than he had ever been before in his life. Selene and Crow were relentless. He could cancel their spells, but even without magic, they were still threats. Crow’s dagger was dangerous, and Xalon was not foolish enough to ignore Selene just because she was unarmed. Her thin build was a lie; her stance gave everything away. This was a woman who had fought many battles.

Xalon activated his invisibility, hoping it would allow him to flee. He has slowed down significantly due to his bleeding. He had taken his proprietary Ultimate Healing Potion for Blood Loss and Other Injuries to try to recover, but his healing potion was not nearly fast enough to cure himself. Crow started casting spells to track him. Xalon didn’t waste time trying to be clever, making a beeline for the bridge. Before he knew it, she was in his path. Xalon could sense the mana of Selene, but her body had changed completely. She had grown taller, her body covered in thick fur. Her mouth had elongated into a muzzle, and her fingers had sprouted long claws. She was a werewolf.

Xalon had no time to react before her claws were in his stomach. The pain made his invisibility fail, but he made sure to keep the seal on Gorgath active. “You’re a werewolf…”

“How observant,” Selene said, her voice an octave deeper but no less mocking. “Do I disgust you?”


“Never. We could help you. We’ve studied werewolves, perhaps we could even cure-”


“I have no interest in a cure. Such a thing would only mean surrendering my hard earned power.” Selene pulled her claws out of Xalon’s stomach. He fell to the ground, groaning in pain. 

“I thought we were trying to not kill him,” Crow said, walking over, spinning his dagger on his finger.

“Oh please, if he can’t even survive that, he’s not worth taking,” Selene said, swiping her claws through the air. Blood splashed against the grass.

“Please… you have to help me… if I lose consciousness…” Xalon ground out.

“The seal you put on Gogath’s magic will break, yes we’re aware,” Selene said, yawning dramatically as she shifted back into her human form. “Why do you think I went through the trouble of stabbing you, darling?”

Xalon gasped in agony. “People will die!”

“That’s what humans do,” Crow said. Xalon looked between the pair, desperately searching for any flicker of sympathy. He found none.

Xalon wasn’t as skilled as Felimie, but he knew basic runic magic. He just hoped he could pull it off. He jammed his fingers into his own wounds, making Selene laugh.

“Aw, he’s trying to stop the bleeding.”

People often talk about virgin blood, and how it affects magic, but this is a poor translation. The blood merely needs to have not been used in a prior ritual. Xalon worked as quickly as he could, drawing the runes on his own body. The spell was already cast; he only needed to stabilise it and offer it a power source and it could last for weeks, maybe even longer. I only have one thing to offer. When a mage dies, they can bring out magic greater than they could’ve ever managed in life. Pecker had tried to use this to kill Gorgath. Although the injuries quickly healed; he had done more damage than any of the Deji.

One last rune, and my life ends. Xalon’s hand shook, feeling his core life energy flare in preparation. Selene stomped on his hand. He screamed in pain, his fingers broken under her foot.

“Did you really think we would just let you do that?” She asked, smirking down at him. Xalon could feel the darkness creeping in; the edges of his vision were going dark.

“Please… let my death have some meaning.” Selene rolled her eyes.

“Don’t be silly, darling. You’re not going to die… yet.” Xalon fought with all his might, willing his broken fingers to draw the final symbol.

He failed.

***

Felimie was done. All the runes were drawn; Solon felt the magic flowing into Raven. Raven felt stronger than ever before in her life. The raw mana alone was insane, but beyond that was the darkness of it. This was a spell that’s only function was to end the life of the target. The true antithesis of a druid.

She concentrated, channelling the mana into her arrow. Gorgath was starting to slow down. Hayley's and Shinsui’s concentrated attacks were rendering him weaker by the second. This would be the killing blow. She pulled back and loosed in one smooth motion, confident in her shot.

The arrow whizzed through the air, making a beeline straight for Gorgath.

Then everything changed. Gorgath’s mana surged higher than it had ever before. It plucked the arrow out of the air, breaking it in its giant hands. Shinsui tried to intervene, but was knocked aside. Some flying blades caught him in mid-air, stopping him from falling.

“Hayley, I want you to grab Solon and run,” he said with authority.

“He’s fine. We can win this.”

“No, we can’t,” Shinsui said. “Not anymore.”

Hayley dodged another attack, noticing the broken blades strewn around the street. “But-” Gorgath punched through a wall of swords, shattering them to pieces. Shinsui mostly dodged, but even the glancing hit had him spinning. He caught himself in mid-air, standing on a pair of swords.

“Hayley, your job is to protect people. Right now, that means grabbing Solon and his friends and getting out of here!”

“We can all run away,” Solon said. Mina tried to attack Gorgath. It blurred as it smacked her away, sending her crashing into a building. Mina got back up, panting for breath. Something’s wrong. Solon felt the flow of mana he was sending to Mina start to weaken. She wasn’t able to take much more. 

“No, someone needs to stay and keep him busy,” Shinsui said. “Get out of here. I’ll hold him off.”

“We’re not leaving without you,” Hayley said, shooting another bolt of lightning. Gorgath kept moving right through it, absorbing the damage without even flinching.

“We’re here! Don’t give up yet!” Natsu ran around the corner, Imra right behind him. “We can win this.”

“My path in life is clear. Fate’s hand has guided me to you!” Imra announced, rushing towards the ritual.

“Felimie, can you do it?” Solon asked.

Felimie narrowed her eyes in determination. “I don’t need long to incorporate her into the ritual. But this will only work if Raven can hit him.”

“I can still do this.” The ritual was still active, but fading quickly. “Keep his hands busy for 1 second, and we can end this.” Shinsui dared to look at her for a second. He was checking her resolve, seeing if she truly believed what she was saying. Raven met his eyes firmly. “I can do this.”


Chapter 52: Running

“Hayley, cover me. No matter what happens, don’t let it get anywhere near Raven. If she goes down, there’s nothing we can do,” Shinsui ordered, rushing forward again. He fought as hard as he could, swinging with all his might. Gorgath countered his every attack.

He didn’t know what had happened. Gorgath’s power had suddenly skyrocketed, seemingly without reason. Before, it was powerful, so strong victory relied on slowly whittling it down without a single mistake. Now it was unbeatable. Whenever they hurt it, it regenerated instantly. There was no wearing it down, its stamina had no limit.

Shinsui kept swinging, dancing around the counter attacks. All his muscles felt like they were on fire; it had been a long time since he had pushed himself so far. Shinsui couldn’t afford to slow down his assault for even a second. Every clash of his blade was a delay on his death.

The problem was trying to make an opening was hard. Hayley’s attacks weren’t as effective anymore; he recovered too quickly. Mina’s power was fading with every attack; at this point, all she could do was defend herself. Shinsui’s attacks were no better. He could slice its arm to pieces, only for its wounds to seal shut immediately. He tried to sever the arm, only to be sent flying back once again. Everyone was slowing down, but Gorgath wasn’t.

Hayley moved instantly, rushing forward without any concern for her own safety and delivering a point blank shock. Finally, Gorgath was stunned, if only briefly. Shinsui attacked, severing its left arm. It fell with a thud. Gorgath wasn’t bothered, lashing out with its remaining arm and tail. Mina managed to deflect the tail, but its clawed hands were going straight for Hayley’s throat. Hayley tried to dodge, but tripped. Her feet were stuck to the ground. “What the-”

There was no time to question what was happening. No time to think. Shinsui ran his sword into Gorgath’s bicep and blocked it with his own body. Raven took the shot, the arrow digging deep into the demon’s shoulder. Gorgath looked at it in shock. A wave of grey ran over its skin centred around the arrow. Gorgath turned to Shinsui, its teeth bared monstrously. “Thank you,” he said, his voice sounded like a normal man. Then he crumbled to dust.

“Shinsui!” Hayley caught Shinsui as he fell to the ground. Her eyes were wet with unshed tears. “You’re going to be okay. You’ll be okay! Solon, hurry up and heal him!”

Shinsui felt cold. His stomach was bleeding profusely; he knew there was no saving him at this point. He could barely breathe. It’s time to go, husband. Lala’s voice sounded in his head.

This time I fought, he thought back to her. He saw her smile; the warmth radiating over him in a way he hadn’t felt for years.

We never blamed you, she said. We’re glad you found people to love. We didn’t want you to be alone forever.

I wasn’t. I found a son and a daughter. Tears were falling down Hayley’s cheeks. Solon had joined her, his hands glowing with healing magic. It felt pleasant, but the damage was too great for it to have any effect. Shinsui was going to die.

“Don’t cry, Hayley. This is how it was always supposed to be. I’ll be with them again,” Shinsui said softly. He stroked the tear off of her cheek.

“Don’t try to talk,” Solon said, his voice quaking.

Shinsui rested his hand on Solon’s, squeezing it reassuringly. “Thank you for being my family. Take care of each other. I love you both.”

Shinsui closed his eyes, dying with a smile on his face. He knew he was going to be reunited with his wife and daughter, and that his students were safe. That was all that mattered.

I'm coming, Lala.


Chapter 53: Fallout

“I’m not sure how Selene could be alive,” Solon said, putting down his newspaper with a sigh. It didn’t mention Selene and Crow at all, pinning all the blame for the attack on Pecker and Septimius. It praised Imra relentlessly for her part, even though all she did was turn up for Felimie’s ritual. Considering she was the queen now, he supposed it wasn’t surprising, but it did annoy him a little. He didn’t care that he wasn’t getting much credit, but he felt Shinsui’s sacrifice should be given more attention. “I was sure we killed her.”

“Gai’s own luck,” Mina said. She wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“I just wish we knew what she was up to. She has to be behind all this, and she knew Pecker too somehow…” Solon sighed, rubbing his forehead. He couldn’t see how any of this related to her goals for werewolf liberation.

“Are you ready to go?” Mina asked, resting a hand on his shoulder. Solon nodded, leaving his seat. He had been trying to distract himself, to stall. But it was time.

It was the day of Shinsui’s funeral. Many had wanted to come to pay their respects to the man who killed Gorgath, but Solon and Hayley decided it should be a private event. The point was to say goodbye to their mentor; they knew he would prefer a smaller event too. His will requested he be buried in his backyard, under the tree he planted with his wife when they first brought it.

They didn’t erect a stage, just taking turns to stand near the tree. Solon didn’t act as a priest, instead bringing in the local priest of Soleil. Solon never knew Shinsui didn’t worship the same goddess as him; he never once mentioned it before. Solon supposed Shinsui didn’t think it mattered.

Solon was the first invited to speak. “If it wasn’t for Shinsui, I wouldn’t be the man I am today. He took me in when I was a starving teenager, and taught me about magic and how to fight. But more than that, he taught me how to be a man.” Solon paused, looking at Shinsui’s grave. “Shinsui never ran away. Even when faced with a monster no one could hope to kill, he stood his ground. Perhaps that’s why he’s dead, but it’s also why he saved so many people.”

Solon could see Hayley crying. He knew she felt guilty, blaming herself for Shinsui’s death. “That’s just who Shinsui was. He always wanted to protect people. He saved me from the streets, and he saved the city from Gorgath. He never abused his power, and he was never cruel… although he could be demanding.” The crowd laughed, many familiar with Shinsui’s particular methods of teaching. “Shinsui is and always will be my hero, but more than that… he was my dad. He took me in when I needed someone to take care of me, and taught me how to survive on my own. He even gave me his surname. I am Solon Steel, and I will never forget who my dad is.”

Solon took his seat again, blinking away his tears. “It’s okay to cry,” Mina said, wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

“Shinsui always said not to cry at his funeral. Dark elves don’t believe death is a sad occasion. They’re being reunited with their loved ones, as we all someday will be,” Solon said. Solon didn’t believe this, but he wanted to. If only for the day.

Hayley made her way to the stage. Unlike Solon, she wasn’t able to keep her composure. She was openly weeping, tears streaming down her face. “Shinsui was … Shinsui was a great man,” she began slowly. “... he died because of me. I…” Hayley ran away towards the house.

Solon stood up, sighing. “I’ll go after her. Just continue.”

His girlfriends tried to follow him, but he stopped them with a raised hand. The last thing Hayley needed was a crowd. He found her inside her former bedroom, laying facedown on the bed. “Go away,” she said into the pillow.

“He wouldn’t be angry, you know,” Solon said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You know what happened to his family. He would just be glad to have protected us.”

“He shouldn’t have had to!” Hayley shouted, sitting up furiously. Solon didn’t flinch, knowing her rage was aimed solely at herself. “I was supposed to be strong. Everyone’s always said how strong I am, yet when it really mattered, I couldn’t do shit. Shinsui died because I was so fucking incompetent!”

“I feel the same way,” Solon admitted. “Like, if I trained a little harder, I might’ve actually been able to make a difference. Instead, all I could do was watch.”

“You…” Hayley drifted off, abandoning her attempt to disagree. She knew anything she said would apply to herself just as much as to him.

“He knew what he was doing. He made his choice because he loved us,” Solon said. He pulled Hayley into a hug. She stayed stiff but didn’t resist. “All we can do now is remember what he taught us, and honour his life. He would want you to be happy.”

Hayley finally went limp, crying into Solon’s chest. He didn’t know how long he held her for. He only stopped when he heard people coming inside, followed by the sound of dishes clattering as food was prepared. Hayley pulled away, wiping her cheeks and sniffling.

“Are you ready to go downstairs again?” Hayley nodded, sniffling again. “We don’t have to if you’re not ready.”

“No. We should go. We’re the family. It’s our duty to host.”

***

Felimie felt like everyone was staring at her. After Gorgath’s attack, all kinds of rumours had swirled. Solon and the others had tried to tell people Felimie was vital for stopping Gorgath, and some even believed them, but many more didn’t. Felimie didn’t know what everyone at the funeral thought, but she knew they couldn’t all be sympathetic.

Natsu approached her. He wasn’t smiling. Felimie noticed his arms were in slings; his wounds hadn’t fully healed. Felimie braced, wishing Solon was there. Or even Mina or Raven, but she had no idea where they had got to. “Felimie, can we talk?”

“S-sure.” She let him lead her into the garden for some privacy. Once the door closed, she was sure he was going to yell at her.

Natsu bowed. “I’m sorry.”

“Huh?”

Natsu kept speaking, never raising his head. “I jumped to conclusions about you, believing you were something you aren’t. I thought that… because you’re a Manaborn-” he said the word Manaborn awkwardly, as if he had never said it before. Maybe he hadn’t. “- I believed foolish things. Soleil believes all life is precious. In my zeal, I forgot that. I got so caught up trying to be a holy person, I forgot to be a good person.”

“Erm.”


“I know I don’t deserve forgiveness. But I wanted to apologise anyway, and say that I know what I believed before was wrong.” He finally stood up straight again. 

“Oh, um… thanks for saying that,” Felimie said, not sure how to proceed. Natsu was looking at her so intensely, his face tense with contrition. “I appreciate the apology, but…”

“You don’t need to make excuses. I know I don’t deserve to be forgiven. I can only hope that my future behaviour shows how serious I am,” Natsu said, smiling self-effacingly. “I’ll leave you alone now. I imagine Solon needs you.”

He turned, reentering the house. Felimie waited a moment, processing what had happened before she rejoined them.

***

When she was younger, Imra often imagined what it would be like to be a queen. She imagined a great coronation, surrounded by an adoring public. She pictured great wealth and lavish meals. She knew this would never happen, as Septimius was both younger and stronger than her, but it was a fun mental image.

The reality was less thrilling. She had been queen for only a few days, and already she hated it. She was in the study, one of the few undamaged rooms in the manor, going through various papers under the watchful eye of General Steelside. Steelside was a hulking beast of a man, with a deep voice and scars all over his body. Imra couldn’t sense ki or mana, but Leafgear told her he was the strongest man he had ever felt.

Steelside had told her he was an advisor, there to ensure her transition to being a ruler went smoothly. Evidently, this meant formally surrendering any right to a military to King John and requesting a loan to rebuild her palace. Labity’s military was already beholden to Nexus’, but now it had none at all. Imra had her housecarls and was allowed to maintain a guard, but that was it. If she wished to raise a levy, she simply couldn’t. All military matters were to be handled by the ruler of Nexus.

The loan, at least, she agreed with. Septimius had practically run the city into the ground! The royal coffers didn’t have enough money to last the year, and the festival had just ended! How he ran the city so ineffectively was beyond Imra.

“Here. Sign this,” Steelside said, handing her yet another piece of paper.

“What is it?” Imra asked.

“It’s a statement formally stating your allegiance to High King John and disavowing Septimius’ actions.” Imra scanned it quickly, finding nothing else of concern before signing it.

“Can I go now?” Imra asked.

“There’s more. You also need to sign this proclamation, thanking the brave warriors of Nexus for saving your country,” Steelside said. Imra scanned it, noting that Steelside’s name was included in the list despite him arriving after everything was already settled. She gave him an amused look, but didn’t bother protesting.

“Fine. It’s signed. Now can I go?” Imra looked up at the fierce warrior.

“Where do you wish to go?” Imra knew that depending on her answer, she would either get an accompanying guard, aka a spy from King John, or be refused.

“I wish to meet with the Seekers. We still haven’t learned what happened to Xalon yet.” Steelside’s expression softened minutely. One of the few things she had negotiated for successfully was that the Seekers not be persecuted for their crimes. The official story was that Xalon tried to stop the ritual, but ultimately failed. Imra doubted many believed this, but it was better than the truth. Septimius and Pecker got all the blame, being branded as traitors to the nation. Druids had therefore been officially banished from Nexus, including Labity. Imra ensured that Raven was explicitly not considered a druid, as she had fought to stop Gorgath. Steelside had allowed it, although Imra was no longer allowed to identify as a member of the Seekers of the Absolute Magic.

“You can summon a member if you wish, but as queen, visiting the compound would be frowned upon,” Steelside said. Imra hadn’t even been allowed to collect her possessions; that was done by a soldier. “Would you like me to send a request?”

Imra sighed, leaning back in her chair. She was the queen of the city, yet she had less freedom than ever. “Yes, please.”

***

Natsu was waiting in the great hall of the Deji. The walls were lined with paintings of the previous lords and ladies, as well as other members who achieved great feats. He had thought he would be punished for releasing the prisoners, but so far, no punishment had been dealt out. He was standing on stage alongside some of the senior members, looking out at the survivors of the attack. 500 men had gone to face Gorgath in total, of them only half had returned. Many of them were injured, some likely would never be able to fight again.

Lady Cyra walked onto the stage, to the shock of many. The crowd began murmuring amongst themselves. She stood behind a podium, raising her hand for silence. The crowd quickly obeyed. “I understand many of you are confused about what exactly happened during the battle with Gorgath. My disappearance was sudden and resulted in many deaths.” Natsu couldn’t believe what she was saying. The crowd was too stunned to say anything. “The truth is simple. Gorgath is not our only enemy. After I was struck, I was captured. In my weakened state, it took some time for me to free myself and return, at which point the battle was over.”

Natsu had never once questioned anything Lady Cyra said before. But this time, he had nothing but questions. How did she escape? Why did no one notice her going missing? Who captured her? He could see that many in the audience felt just as unsure as he did.

“I’m sure you all have many questions, but regrettably, I do not have all the answers. All I can say is that this is a wake up call.” Lady Cyra slammed her hands on the podium. “The Deji used to represent strength and excellence. We would’ve never allowed a demon to be awakened before. I see now we have been misguided, we’ve been too soft. We need to grow stronger, and take a firm stance if we are to ever regain our former glory.”

Natsu could see some in the audience nodding along, happy with her proposed changes. Others looked confused, or even angry. Lady Cyra kept speaking. “I will not lie. This will not be an easy process. But there is one among us who has already started it, a man who has shown strength and valour of the highest level. I am referring to Natsu, the demon’s bane!” Lady Cyra gestured to Natsu. Suddenly, hundreds of eyes were boring into the severely injured man. “He fought Gorgath with the others, and survived. More than that, he was vital for their victory, even continuing when his arms were broken. This is the type of valour we need to see more of. Natsu, come and say a few words.”

Natsu walked numbly to the podium. He had no idea what to say. Whenever he thought about what he did, he was always imagining having to defend himself against accusations of desertion or treachery. Instead, he was being praised. It was very confusing. Lady Cyra put a gentle hand on his back when he reached the podium. “Go ahead.”

“I um… I haven’t prepared anything,” Natsu said, feeling somehow more nervous than when he fought Gorgath. “But… I do have something to say. Cyra is right; we do need to change. In my time here, I have learnt many valuable lessons, but I have also learnt many bad ones. Chief among them was the distrust of de-Manaborn.”

Lady Cyra looked bemused, but let him continue.

“We are supposed to be the protectors of Soleil’s children, all of her children. But we’ve let our prejudice blind us, treating those we protect as less than us. The Manaborn are not numerous, but one of them fought Gorgath. If it wasn’t for her, we would’ve likely failed to stop it.” Natsu paused, checking the audience’s response. They all looked unsure. “I think it’s time we acknowledge that we are servants first and foremost. Our role is not to judge but to protect.” Natsu stepped back, turning to Lady Cyra. “Is that… okay?”


Lady Cyra smiled genially. “Natsu is right.” She stepped behind the podium again. “We have forgotten our role. That is why we will be leaving Labity.” That got a big reaction from the crowd. Some seemed outright panicked, talking among themselves even though it was clear she wasn’t done. “Everyone, calm down. Let me finish.” She had to wait a while, but eventually they did. “We will be leaving Labity and going to Flamburg. Lord Flam has requested our aid in protecting his lands after the recent druid attacks. I see now that his need is greater than that of Labity, therefore we will offer our services and protect the city.” 

The crowd seemed confused. It was so abrupt, getting up and leaving the city right after it was attacked. “Why?” Natsu asked. Lady Cyra looked at him in shock. She wasn’t the only one; many in the audience looked baffled at his asking that for the first time in so long. “After what’s happened, does Labity not need us now more than ever?”

Lady Cyra recovered quickly, straightening up. “It does. But Flamburg needs us more. Our duty is to protect, so that is what we will do.”

“But- the city is in chaos. There’s so many left homeless or injured, we can’t just leave,” Natsu protested. He heard members of the crowd murmuring in agreement.

“King John’s men will be taking temporary control of the city and-”

“But this is our city,” Natsu said. “We failed to protect it. Is it not our duty to make amends for our failure?”

The crowd roared their agreement. Lady Cyra looked at them wearily, then back to Natsu. She smiled coldly. “Perhaps you misunderstood me,” she said cooly. “We are not abandoning this city, merely splitting our contingent. Some will go to Lord Flam and recruit more members in Flamburg. Others will stay here and help with the recovery.”

Natsu didn’t believe that was what she had in mind. “Then who will lead the men here?”

“Well, I think the obvious choice is-”

“Lord Natsu!” a man from the crowd shouted.

“That’s an interesting proposal, but Natsu lacks the experience to-” Lady Cyra tried.


“Lord Natsu, the demon’s bane!” Another shouted. Lady Cyra tried again to calm them, but the crowd kept chanting. Natsu didn’t know how to feel. Frankly, he agreed with her. He didn’t know how to run the place, but with so many chanting for him to do it, he wondered if he should try. Deji weren’t supposed to seek power, but this could be his only chance to change things for the better. 

I have to do this. If I don’t, things will never improve.


Chapter 54: Returning Home

“So, what am I doing wrong?” Raven asked, having finished casting her roster of tracking spells. They had worked perfectly when she tracked Imra, giving her an insane degree of accuracy. Yet whenever she cast it trying to track Crow, it was no more effective than without the bangle. She had wanted to talk to Solon about it, but with Shinsui’s death, she didn’t want to bother him. He had enough to deal with. So she got the next best thing.

“I don’t think you’re doing anything incorrectly,” Felimie said, fiddling with her hair. Raven turned to her, her expression flat. She flinched back. They were camping on the way back to Flamburg, far enough from anyone that Raven didn’t need to worry about being seen.

Did she think I was angry? Weird, I didn’t think I was emoting.

“It’s not that you’re doing something wrong, the magic item just isn’t activating properly,” Felimie said quickly, raising her hands as if to ward off some unseen attacker.

“Why not?” Raven demanded. Felimie held her hand out. Raven gave it to her.

“I think… it’s been tampered with,” she said at last. “It’s subtle. I didn’t notice earlier because I was looking for potential side effects. This isn’t a side effect, it’s just a weakness in the spell, so that if it’s targeting something specific, it’ll fail.”

“Son of a bitch, how did he-” Raven cut herself off, remembering the strange hug from Imra. “It wasn’t Imra. That bastard! How dare he touch me!” Felimie was shaking in her seat. Seeing she had scared her, Raven lowered her voice. “I’m sorry, I’m not angry at you. I think - I know- that Crow gave me the bangle. He must’ve altered it somehow so he could resist its effect, so now it’s useless.”

“Oh, um, well, that’s not true.” Raven looked at Felimie in surprise, the shy girl flinching back. She regained her confidence after a moment. “He did sabotage it, but it’s not useless. It’s designed to not work on anyone based on a blacklist; simply put, it won’t target them if they’re specified.”

“You can get around it?” Raven guessed.

Felimie shook her head. “Not exactly, but there are flaws in this method. If you use what’s called Wide Area searches, which is like an area of effect search spell, it’ll return negatives for the target specifically.”

“Felimie, I could kiss you.” Felimie looked shocked, looking down with an intense blush. “Where can I learn these spells?”

“It’s not a perfect system. The world is a large place, and they can only cover so much range.”

“I don’t care. Let’s get started.”

***

They didn’t stay for long after the funeral. With Shinsui gone, Solon saw no reason to stay. Hayley was leaving as well, heading back to Locus to report what had happened to the king. She had already put him off for long enough while she dealt with the aftermath.

General Steelside arranged for a carriage to take her back, with a few men acting as her guards. Hayley really didn’t see the point, considering she could easily kill all the guards before they could even react. But Steelside said the king ordered it, so she ultimately had no choice.

She didn’t talk to the guards at all the whole way back. She didn’t mean to be dismissive, but she wasn’t in the mood to discuss what had happened, and that was all they wanted to do. So the multi-day journey passed in relative silence, and before Hayley knew it, she was walking into King John’s royal court.

The masked ruler looked down at her, his eyes piercing. “The conquering hero returns,” he said, his warm and pleasant voice at odds with his imposing appearance. He stood up to greet her. Hayley dropped to one knee.

“I have, your majesty. My report has already been submitted. I am here to await your judgement.”

“Judgement? Fear not, you have done nothing wrong,” the king said. At his side, Graham and Corina were both smiling brightly, but with no emotion. “You vanquished a demon general. Few others could claim to have achieved such a feat.”

“I… I was not the one responsible, your majesty,” Hayley said. She knew disagreeing with the king was taboo. The air seemed to be sucked out of the room when she said it, the pleasant atmosphere instantly becoming heavy. But she had to say it. “The man who defeated the Demon general’s name was Shinsui; he sacrificed himself to ensure it would die. Were it not for him, there is no chance I would have prevailed.”

King John looked at her calculatingly. “This Shinsui, is he a soldier in my army?”

“He was once a mercenary, although I do not know if he served Nexus at any time. He was my mentor, however,” Hayley said, keeping her answers as honest as possible. Graham and Corina were both glaring at her, but neither dared to speak yet.

“I see,” King John said. He sat on his throne once more. “A citizen of my country then.”

“I… well, he was a dark elf, your majesty, but he did live in Labity.”

“I have subjects of all races and creeds.” Hayley decided not to point out that he was obviously wrong. “That a dark elf citizen would rise up to protect my lands shows the strength of my people’s resolve, does it not?”

“Indeed, you are right as always,” Graham said, his expression flipping to one of joy. “It also shows your power. If even a normal citizen can be capable of such a grand feat, then it only stands to reason that your armies are even greater.”

“He should be commemorated,” King John said slowly. He adjusted his mask slightly. “We’ll have Imra build a statue in his honour, and to remember the others who fell in the battle.”

“I’m sure the royal house will be pleased to receive your order,” Corina said, smirking. “That does bring us to the matter of the adventurer team… Team Shining Steel. The exact nature of their involvement is… disputed.”

“Ah, yes, I heard you requested for Steelside to not arrest them,” King John said, turning back to Hayley. “I’m confused, as our reports indicated that they were heavily involved in the plot.”

“They fought the demon, proving instrumental to its defeat, your majesty. They are surely patriots,” Hayley said. King John looked down at her, his eyes cold. She swallowed her spit as she awaited his reaction.

“Surely,” he said at last. “It was most wise of me to bring them into my service for this mission.”

“Indeed, your majesty chose his men with grace and foresight,” Graham said, smiling beatifically. Hayley honestly didn’t know if the king was confused or faking it. His self satisfied tone gave nothing away.

“We should reward them,” Corina added, resting a hand on her cheek. “A banquet in honour of all those who fought in your name would be most appropriate.”

“Capital idea, Corina. I trust you can make the necessary arrangements,” King John said. He waved his hand generally, clearly viewing such things as beneath him.

“You should invite Imra, of course. It would be good for her to see how a true king conducts himself,” Graham added smoothly.

King John laughed proudly. “Why stop at her? Gorgath could’ve been a threat to many countries. Invite all the surrounding kings and high nobles. I want this to be the event of the year!”

***

“Don’t you think I should try to speak with Solon?” Angel asked. The rocking of the carriage was throwing her from side to side irritatingly. Across from her, Sapphire didn’t even raise her eyes from her book.

“I already told you, we don’t have time. We need to get to the capital for my business meeting,” Sapphire said. “If we mess this up, the whole deal with the Deji could end up falling through.”

“But Shinsui-”

“Shinsui died a hero’s death,” Sapphire said. “I’m sure Solon is upset. But you need to let him grieve; if you approach him now, you’ll only make things worse. Besides, we’re days away from Labity now. Who knows where he is?”

Angel looked down, the knot of shame in her stomach tightening. I should have been there.

***

It was finally time. After the battle, no one had questioned the disappearance of the grimoire. There had been so many Lilithian magic items about, it was easy for 1 or 2 to go missing. It’s not like anyone had formally catalogued them all. Felimie studied the grimoire the whole way back, helping Solon prepare the greatest healing spell he would ever cast. They needed to cast it in tandem; so far, only Felimie could effectively use Lilithian magic. Raven’s attempts resulted in normal druidic spells, while Solon’s resulted in normal Radiant magic. But with Felimie’s help, Solon could cast a vastly superior healing spell. It was Lilithian magic, so the risks weren’t insignificant. But Solon knew he had to do this. He had done so much to gain access to this power, he couldn’t stop before he healed Lex.

As he entered the temple, he saw Helene in prayer. She turned, jumping to her feet when she saw Solon. “Solon, you’re back! Wait right here!” She ran off, leaving Solon standing awkwardly in the main hall.

“That… wasn’t what I expected.” Solon turned to Felimie. “I guess we can wait a-”

Helene came back into the room, dragging Lex behind her. “Lex woke up!”

“Hello, Solon,” Lex said in a strained voice. He had a cane in his shaking hand. He was thin, and clearly feeble, but alive and awake.

“I don’t understand…” Solon stepped towards him. “How?”


“The phases did some kind of experimental soul magic and, well… it worked!” Helene jumped on the spot. “Isn’t this great? Mene’s love wins again!” 

Solon sat down in a pew. “I thought you were dead.” Lex approached, smiling kindly.

“Helene told me you visited often. I’m grateful,” he said. He sat next to Solon. “Would you kind ladies give us a moment alone together?”

“Oh, um, sure.” Helene looked at Solon’s harem. “Wanna see… the catacombs?”

“Actually, Helene, there’s something I would like to discuss with you,” Mina said. “Perhaps Raven and Felimie should head to the dorms and unpack?”

“Okay,” Raven said, leaving without a word.

“Okay, let’s go Mina.”

***

“So you’re worried you’ll transform again?” Helene said, casting her spells on Mina. Mina shook her head, grinning widely. Helene had taken her back to her office to do a full checkup, during which Mina explained the context around her transformation.

“No, a full moon passed and nothing happened. The issue is the opposite; I want to transform again, but I can’t.” Mina had tried during the trip home several times, even spending several minutes staring at the full moon one night but had achieved nothing. She had tried to speak to Solon about it briefly, but he was clearly too distracted to be of much help. He confirmed she was healthy and that she wouldn’t start transforming randomly, but that was it. He had no idea how to intentionally transform.

“Well, Solon is right. Your condition still feels stable,” Helene said, scrunching up her nose. “Like before, it’s there, but dormant.”

“I see. Do you have any suggestions on how to awaken it?” Helene hummed, considering the question.

“You said it happened when you were fighting Gorgath, right?” Mina nodded. “Maybe that’s the key; you need to be fighting a strong opponent. Or even a demon specifically.”

Mina blanched. “I’m not sure that’s an experience I would like to repeat.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it. I’m afraid I really don’t know. It’s possible it was a one-time thing caused by the sudden release of pent up magical energy, or some other condition we don’t understand. I can keep monitoring you, but really, if it’s not causing any issues, I think it’s best to just leave it alone.”

“But I could be so much stronger,” Mina said, remembering the rush of power she felt. “If I could master that transformation, I would be able to achieve amazing things.”

“Maybe,” Helene said, rubbing her chin. “But if it is linked to the werewolf ritual, it could also cause mania or other werewolf symptoms. So I’d recommend you leave it alone.”


Mina pursed her lips. She knew Helene was giving good advice, but she wasn’t going to follow it. She had never been so powerful before in her life. She had actually managed to fight toe to toe with a demon general, even if only briefly. If she could control the power or better yet master it, she would be unstoppable. 

This is what I need to do. It’s how I’ll achieve my goal.

***

“You seem distressed,” Lex noted dryly.

“I… no, I’m glad you’re better. It’s just… I thought you weren’t getting better. So I…” Solon drifted off. “It doesn’t matter.” Solon sat in silence. He took the mission because he hoped it would give him the power to help Lex. A goal he thought could only be achieved with Lilithian magic. Yet Lex was healed. He could’ve done nothing and Lex would’ve recovered all the same. If I didn’t take the mission, would-

“I heard about what happened to Shinsui; he was a good man,” Lex said, changing the subject abruptly.

Solon snapped out of his thoughts. “... he was. He took care of me after I left the Order.”

“I know.” Lex smiled mysteriously. “After you left, I didn’t follow you… right away. But when I heard you were in Labity, I arranged to go there on Order business, and to check on you. I only met Shinsui briefly after I saw you together. I knew he’d take good care of you.”

Solon stayed silent, unsure what to do with the new information. “Is that why you waited so long?”

“In part. But it is no excuse,” Lex said. He looked at the ground, his face a mask of shame. “Even if I used to believe it was one.”

They sat in silence again, this time for even longer. Solon had imagined what he would say when Lex woke up a thousand times. Sometimes he was relieved, hugging Lex and forgiving him for everything. Other times, he would be furious and demand answers. Instead, Solon felt numb.

Lex placed a bony hand on Solon’s shoulder, smiling at him softly. “You’ve been through a lot. Both before and after I was hurt. Don’t try to rush things.”

“You’ve heard about Labity?”

“Yes. Although, I admit I’m unsure what is rumour and what is truth,” he said. “I trust you did what you considered right?”

Solon swallowed. “I did. Or at least, I did what I thought was right at the time, but… I think I made things worse.”

“All anyone can ask of you is that you try to do what’s right. Many people do not,” Lex said. “Remember that. You are not a god. You cannot blame yourself for everything that happens, nor try to fix everything.”

“But… if I didn’t-”

“Constantly thinking about what if’s leads to madness,” Lex said. He squeezed Solon’s shoulder reassuringly. “I should know. All you can do is try to do better the next time, and accept the fact that you will inevitably fail again.”

“That doesn’t make me feel much better. Shouldn’t I be trying to stop making mistakes?” Solon clenched his fists in his lap. “Or get stronger so I can protect people? If I train harder, maybe next time I’ll be able to keep everyone safe.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Perhaps there are some enemies so powerful no one can ever face them,” Lex mused. “If that is the case, then no amount of training will change that.”

“... what if I had another way?”

Lex raised his eyebrows, seemingly only mildly interested. “There are many paths to power. Some are less advisable than others.”

Does he know what I’m talking about? Solon still had the Black Grimoire with him. He had planned to use it to help cure Lex, but that was no longer required. It was still a potentially useful item, however, one that could make him much more powerful if he could control it. “What should I do?”

Lex stood up, stretching out his back until it cracked. “I cannot tell you, I’m afraid. You and you alone will decide your own fate. All I ask is that you remember that I will always be there to support you, no matter what path you take in life.”

Solon stood up slowly, looking at his former mentor. He was old and frail, but he was also kind and careful. He knew that while the rift between them hadn’t fully healed; they had at least started the process. “I will.”
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