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Foreword

The Stygian Hunter takes place in Gaia, the same world as the Chained Devil series. You do not need to have read anything else to understand this book, as it is not a sequel. It’s a spinoff following Remus after the events of Chained Devil 1, but reading that is not strictly required. The stories are largely unrelated and, in fact, take place in different countries, and everything important is explained in the story itself. However, some characters in this series, including Remus, Azula and Bert, first appear in Chained Devil 1&2, so if you wish to read everything about those characters, you may wish to read those books. For those of you who are interested, the events of this book take place between Chained Devil 3&4 chronologically, although the events only indirectly affect the Chained Devil series and vice versa.



Chapter 1: Holy Warriors

Azula was glad to be back in a temple of the Order of the Radiant Night. This specific one was rather small and dreary, but it was a temple, nonetheless. Gretel had arranged for a meeting with the local priest, a pale man named Caius. They were in the main hall; the temple only had a main hall and his private quarters, so their options were limited. Azula and her teammates, Gretel and Bert, were sitting in the pews, while he sat on a stool across from them.

“I do so appreciate you coming all the way out here to take this job,” Caius said, his lips spreading into a closed-mouth smile. “Not many adventurers are willing to come out here this close to winter.” They were in Southern Necrum, a few miles north of the Frozen South. Near the solstice, the days were short. There had only been 16 minutes of daylight that day, during which heavy cloud cover meant they never saw the sun.

“We are unafraid of the changing seasons. Wherever there is evil, that’s where we need to be.” Gretel raised her fist, shaking with passion.

“Also, work has kinda been slow lately,” Bert said, scratching the back of his neck. Azula suspected this was the real reason Gretel had taken the job. After Flamburg was attacked by the druids, the city was flush with work. But with Solon and his friends being the heroes of the hour, they soon found themselves running into conflict. Gretel decided that rather than live in a city full of villains, they’d be travelling adventurers for a while. Azula was just glad they didn’t have to face Solon again. Unfortunately, since then, their luck had gone from bad to worse. A string of failed jobs and bad-faith employers meant they hadn’t had any paid work in over a month.

“I understand. You will be pleased to hear that this job pays exceptionally well. This temple may be modest, but I have access to the Order’s coffers,” Caius said. “Although that relies on your being up to the task.”

“What is the task? You didn’t give us a lot of details,” Azula said. Gretel glared at her, making her flinch back.

“He’s a priest of the Order of the Radiant Night. You shouldn’t be so rude as to question his judgment,” she spat. Azula didn’t point out that she had disagreed with the official judgment of Solon. She lowered her head, letting her team leader take over the negotiation.

“... Sorry.”

“There is no need to apologise,” Caius said gently. “The truth is, I’ve had to be intentionally vague to avoid tipping off the target. I trust that you are all capable of keeping a secret.”

“We are,” Gretel said, speaking for the group. “Anything you tell us will be kept in the strictest confidence.”

“Excellent.” Caius pulled out a piece of paper, handing them a sketch of a woman. “The woman in the drawing is a criminal named Iris. I need you to capture her and bring her to me, unharmed.”

“She’s hot,” Bert said.

“She’s a criminal. The only heat she’ll feel is the burning fury of our wrath, and Azula’s flames licking at her body!” Gretel’s eyes were wide and crazed. “Fear not, we shall bring this evildoer to justice.”

“I said unharmed, love,” Caius said dryly. Gretel blushed.

“Right, yes, naturally we shall avoid injuring her if at all possible,” she said quickly.

“What did she do?” Azula asked.

Caius hummed. “A fair question, but not one that’s simple to answer, I’m afraid. You see, she stole something very valuable- and dangerous. Have any of you ever heard of a Stygian before?”


Chapter 2: Sunmiss City

“Finally,” Remus said to no one. During his long journey, he had gotten into the habit of talking to himself. He needed to fill the silence somehow.

After Lorcan died, Remus left Nexus as fast as he could. He didn’t want to risk anyone discovering who he was or being found by werewolf hunters. He travelled towards the Frozen South, searching for a place where he would be safe. Logically, he knew living by himself was the best call, but after a month of isolation, it became apparent it wasn’t sustainable. He needed to see people.

So he came to the one place a werewolf could live in peace: Sunmiss City. Despite its name, Sunmiss City was not even close to being a city. The population was barely in the hundreds, although it had enough buildings to support a population 100 times what it currently held. The reason for this was the ever-present clouds covering the sky. During the Demon Wars, Lilith cast a dark ritual to shroud the city in darkness. Even hundreds of years after her defeat, they still lingered, preventing the sun from ever touching the city or its populace.

Naturally, most people had left. Growing food was nearly impossible with so little light getting through, and the low temperatures made life difficult. But it did have a silver lining, for Remus, at least. With the sky covered year-round, the moon would also be hidden. This meant he would be able to avoid his monthly transformation, allowing him to slip by undetected.

Remus ventured deeper into the city, towards the centre, the only part that was still heavily populated. He saw a light on inside a tavern. Ducking through the doorway, he saw that it was small and rundown. The air smelt of rotting berries. A dark elf behind the bar smiled when he saw Remus.

“Howdy, we don’t get a lot of visitors around here. Are you just passing through, or planning to stick around for a while?” he asked, his voice light and friendly. Remus couldn’t place his accent.

“I’m looking to stay if I can find work,” Remus said. He was glad his voice didn’t sound too strange, as he initially expected it would. Speaking only to himself for weeks, his voice sometimes sounded odd.

“I’m guessing you mean the mines? Well, sorry to say, fella, but the mines don’t operate this time of year. Too much risk of flooding.” He gestured to the stall in front of him. “Take your load off. I’ll give you a drink on the house if you can tell me an interesting story.”

Remus put his pack down, taking the offered seat. “I’m not a very good storyteller…”

The bartender rolled his eyes. “This isn’t Vael’s court,” he said. “Anything will do. I’m not going to judge you for being a bad storyteller when I haven’t seen a bard in almost a year. My name’s Trefyr, by the way. What’s yours?” Trefyr used a ladle to scoop some steaming purple liquid into a mug. Remus took it, glad for the chance to warm his hands.

“Remus.” Remus smelt the drink. It made his nose turn, being the source of the rotting smell, but given his options, he took a sip anyway. It was surprisingly pleasant considering the smell. Not the best thing he had ever tasted by any means, but far better than he expected.

“You look like a warrior, Remus. You ever been in a scrap?”

Remus grimaced. “I have.”

“Say no more. We’ll talk about something else.” Remus racked his brain, trying desperately to remember a story. He knew several Lorcan had told him when he was younger, yet for some reason none came to him. “Did ya hear about the trouble over in the human lands?”

“What trouble?” Remus asked.

“Some fool went and released a bloody demon. I swear, those druids are getting out of control,” Trefyr said, spitting off to the side. “I’m just glad we don’t have any of those vermin down here. Vael knows better than to let such dangerous folks come into her country.”

“Who’s Vael?” Remus asked. Trefyr looked at him oddly, although Remus couldn’t tell why.

“You don’t know the queen of the country you’re in?” He asked at last. Remus shook his head. The Frozen South was generally accepted as being within the territory of Necrum, having been conquered in the wake of the Demon Wars. Lorcan had shown Remus a map of the continent once, explaining that Necrum had expanded so much because they were one of the few countries that didn’t oppose Lilith. This meant that when everyone else was exhausted, they could conquer lots of the surrounding countries.

“Vael’s our queen and a damn good one. She’s going on for 200 years, mind, so she might not be with us for much longer, goddesses bless her,” Trefyr said, wiping down the counter. “Course, the capital’s way on the other side of the country, so I guess it doesn’t really matter much to you and I.”

“I see. Sorry, I’m not really from around here.”

“That’s hardly a surprise to me,” Trefyr said. “So you’re what, a traveling mercenary?”

“I’m not looking to go to war.” Trefyr nodded with what Remus thought was approval.

“I wasn’t going to suggest it. You see, the mayor of this city, he’s looking to get a bodyguard for his precious daughter. It’s an easy gig, since nothing ever happens around here.”

“I’m not sure I’d be up to the task,” Remus said. Trefyr laughed.

“You’re too modest. Look at you! As big as a Minotaur and just as muscular, I bet no one would be dumb enough to mess with you,” Trefyr said, smiling brilliantly. “And if you’re looking for steady work, the mayor’s your best bet. He practically owns this city.”

“Okay. I guess I could do it. Where does the mayor live?”


Chapter 3: The Mayor

The mayor’s house was insanely large. It was a palace with 6 tall spires stabbing into the sky. Its front gate was twice as tall as Remus, with a large clock hanging over it. The clock must’ve been made from Lunar stone, its soft glow ensuring it was readable despite it being night-time.

Approaching the imposing doors, Remus found a string dangling from the arch. Pulling it, he heard a distant bell clang. Shortly afterwards, the door swung open. The man in the doorway was a short elf, with dark bushy eyebrows and light hair. He was wearing a suit, but also had a sword at his hip. He smelt of steel and books, with a faint undertone of incense. He looked at Remus suspiciously. “Who are you?”

“I’m Remus. Trefyr said you are looking for a bodyguard,” Remus explained.

The man looked him up and down. “I take it you’re a ki user?”

“That’s right.” Remus wasn’t capable of anything complex, but he could use ki to strengthen his body. He decided not to mention his magic as he doubted an elf would be impressed by it.

The man stepped aside. “I’m Orin, the mayor. Are you associated with a guild?”

“No. Is that a problem?” Remus said, joining him in the house. They were in a large foyer lit by several candles.

“Not necessarily,” Orin said. He started walking deeper into the house. Remus followed after him, unsure where he was going. The halls were poorly lit and visibly dusty. He spied more than a few cobwebs in the corners, too high to be easily reached. “Although it will make ascertaining whether you are trustworthy or not more challenging. Do you have any references?”

“No.”

“You’re not making this easy for me, are you?” He led them to a comfortable study. He took a seat behind a desk, leaving Remus to sit on a far too small chair across from him. The armrests hugged both his sides uncomfortably. Unlike the hallways, this room was clean and organised. Although the furniture was still showing signs of age. “Let me ask you a simple question: why come here?”

“Um…”

“I’m assuming you’re a criminal. I don’t care. Almost everyone in this town is a former criminal,” Orin said, waving his hand casually.

“Including you?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Orin laughed to himself. “But seriously, what did you do?”

“I… followed someone I shouldn’t have. He wasn’t a bad man, but he was misguided. We were stopped, so in the end no one was hurt but… it could have been bad,” Remus said. He decided to give a very abridged version of the story. Orin deserved the truth, but that didn’t mean revealing everything about himself. The whole point of coming to Sunmiss City was to hide that he was a werewolf.

Orin stared at Remus intensely. Remus met his gaze steadily, unsure of what he was doing. The moment seemed to stretch on for hours. It was as if they were having a staring contest. Remus didn’t know if he was supposed to win or lose, so he just kept staring back. He always could stare for a long time. Eventually, Orin blinked.

“I see. You certainly seem earnest enough, and frankly I don’t have a lot of takers. I need security ASAP,” Orin said. “So here’s the deal. I’ll arrange for you to have your own quarters in my house, as well as food and other necessities and a basic salary. In exchange, you protect my daughter, me and my house - in that order.”

Remus scratched his cheek. “Okay, so do I work, like, shifts or…”

“Your room will be close to Iris’s- that’s my daughter, by the way. You can take breaks when I’m home, but whenever I’m away on business, you have to be at home with her.” Remus felt like the duties were rather vague. He wasn’t even clear how long he would be working each day.

“Okay.” Remus didn’t have any real choice. He needed to work; he was broke. It wasn’t like he could join a guild. Lorcan had taught him to live off of the land, but he didn’t want to do that anymore. It was much harder in winter too, especially so far south.

“Excellent. Well then, give me your hand.” Remus put his hand on the desk.

“Why do you-ow!” Orin stabbed his wrist with something. “What in Gai’s pits was that for?”

“It’s a small device to ensure none of my defences trigger against you. Oh, and a quick warning: if you try to kidnap my daughter, I’ll find you. Or rather, my mercenaries will track you down and kill you,” Orin said darkly. Remus looked at his wrist. It was bleeding. He wiped away the blood, seeing his smooth, unbroken skin concealing something dark green underneath it.

“You could have asked.”

“Don’t be such a baby,” Orin said. “It’s just a little needle.”

Remus didn’t look at the needle, taking his hand back. “Whatever.”

Orin jumped up, moving so that he was standing next to Remus. Even sitting, Remus was taller than him. “Alright then, let’s introduce you to my daughter. You’ll love her; she’s a real peach.”


Chapter 4: Iris

They found Iris inside a walled garden. The trees were all dead or barely clinging to life, and the grass had long since disappeared, leaving frost-cracked earth behind. There were assorted statues dotted about, most depicting an ethereal woman wearing a pendant of the moon. Iris was sitting beneath a leafless tree, reading a book. There were lanterns throughout the garden, giving her enough light to read by.

Iris had black hair and piercing red eyes. Her skin was pale, and her lips were painted black. She was wearing thick winged eyeliner, and despite being an elf, her ears were barely larger than a normal human’s. A black crescent moon-shaped pendant around her neck glistened in the light of her torch. She smelt of incense.

“Iris, sweetie, I want to introduce you to your new bodyguard,” Orin said. Iris put her book down, turning to Orin.

“Hello, father. So, you finally found someone? Excellent, I hope that means I’ll be able to explore more often,” she said, getting to her feet. She offered Remus her hand, her fingers were long and pale.

Remus hadn’t met many women in his life, or many people in general. Lorcan tended to handle most business deals, and they avoided excessive interactions with strangers. Selene was hardly a good example of how women behaved either. Regardless, Lorcan did ensure he knew basic manners when meeting the opposite gender. Taking her hand, he bent low, kissing it softly. He stood up, seeing Orin looking at him strangely. Iris laughed, her voice dark and almost frightening.

“My, a foreigner, how interesting. Tell me, where in the world is that the appropriate way to greet a woman?” Her voice was silky smooth and saccharine.

Remus blanched, realising he had made a mistake. Evidently, the etiquette Lorcan had taught him did not apply in Necrum. “I’m sorry, I-”

Iris rolled her eyes playfully. “Relax, I’m not dismayed. I’m intrigued. I’ve never met a foreigner like you before.”

“Never?” Remus knew the Frozen South was isolated, but even so, to never meet so much as a travelling merchant seemed ridiculous.

“The perils of overprotective fathers,” Iris said, smirking at her father.

“Not overprotective. I’m the exact right amount of protective. People have been threatening you,” Orin stressed.

Iris nodded sadly. “Darkness follows me.” She didn’t sound very afraid.

“You’ve been threatened?” Remus asked. “By who?”

“If I hadn’t been, I wouldn’t need you,” Iris pointed out. She looked at her father, her expression unreadable. “And if we knew who did it, we would report them. As it stands, the threats have been rather anonymous.” She said the word anonymous in a strange way, as if she was trying to imply something. “But I have a bodyguard now. I trust this makes you feel reassured, father.”

Orin coughed awkwardly. “As we agreed, you can go out. But I expect you to come back before late, and no going outside of the city centre.”

“How liberating,” Iris said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. Remus had to agree; the rules did seem very restrictive, especially in a city with such a tiny population to start with.

“I am not kidding, young lady. If that clock strikes 10 and you’re not home, there will be severe consequences.” If Iris was scared by his threat, she didn’t show it. “That goes for you too, Remus. I’m not afraid to dock your salary or even replace you if you’re not up to the job.”

“He’s been working for 10 minutes and you’re already threatening to fire him. That must be a record.” Iris folded her arms challengingly.

“I wasn’t… that’s not… Sorry. All I meant is that Iris’s safety is very important to me.”

“I understand,” Remus said, not enjoying the tense atmosphere. “I will take care of her, I promise.”

“Good, well then, I should get going. Goodbye, Iris. Remus.” Orin walked back to the house, leaving them alone once again. Remus watched him go in silence. Once the door closed, Iris turned to him.

“Here’s the real deal. I’m going to go wherever I want whenever I want. I’ll cover for you so my father doesn’t fire you, but that’s it.” She narrowed her eyes at Remus, like a viper looking at a mouse. “Stay out of my way.”

“Um, I don’t think-”

“Good, I prefer you not to think,” Iris said, smirking at him. She started walking towards the house. “Well, are you coming or not? I just got permission to leave this damn house for the first time in months, and I’m not going to waste it sitting around here.”

At least she’s letting me come with her.


Chapter 5: Gambler

They went back to Trefyr’s tavern. The dark elf was behind the bar. Unlike last time, there were a few patrons scattered about. Some were playing cards, while others chatted quietly. Iris took a seat at the table with the card game, one of the gamblers handing her 2 cards without a word.

“Hmm, not bad. I’m in.” She threw a couple of coins onto the table. In the middle was a small pile of skulls, the local currency.

“Um, are you allowed to gamble?” Remus asked, standing behind her awkwardly.

“Yes,” Iris said, not turning back to him. “Now be a good servant and go get me a drink.”

“I’m not your servant,” Remus said. Iris was starting to remind him uncomfortably of Selene. All she needs to do now is go on a violent rampage.

Iris stepped into his personal space trying to intimidate him. It might have worked, if she weren’t more than a foot shorter than him. “You are a big bastard.”

“... I guess.” Iris rolled her eyes.

“Well, Muscles, here’s the thing. You are my servant. Literally. You’re paid to look after me, and right now that means getting me a drink. So, go get me a drink.” She thrust her finger in the direction of the bar.

“It’s easier to just do what she says, lad,” a fat elf said. “Iris always gets what she wants.”

Remus frowned, mentally debating whether he should do as she asked or not. It wasn’t really a big deal, but she was being so rude. She shoved some coins into his hand. “Get yourself something, too; maybe it’ll help you loosen up a little.”

Remus sighed, heading over to the bar. It wasn’t worth the fight. “So you got the job?” Trefyr said, pouring a pair of drinks. “Good for you.”

“I’m starting to wonder,” Remus muttered.

“Aw, don’t be so down. Iris can be a bit rough around the edges, but she’s alright.” He handed Remus the drinks.

Remus returned to the group, just in time to see Iris pull a large stack of coins towards herself from the centre of the table. “I win again,” she boasted. Across from her, the fat elf was growling angrily. “I forget: what did you say yesterday? It was something about how you’d take back all the money I made. How’s that going for you?”

“Wait? You were here yesterday?” Remus said, settling the drinks on the table.

“Wow, you’re sharp. Are you sure you’re not an inquisitor?” Iris mocked.

“But you said you hadn’t been out in months,” Remus said. One of the patrons made room for him to sit.

“No, I said I haven’t had permission to go out for months,” Iris said, smirking to herself. “Do you see the difference, Muscles?”

Remus huffed, deciding not to ask any more questions. “Whatever.”

The rest of the evening passed relatively quickly. Remus didn’t join in, as he had no money to bet and didn’t feel like asking Iris for money. She did at least keep paying for both of their drinks out of her earnings, provided he went to pick them up. The guys she was gambling with were miners. They were temporarily on a break due to the mine flooding; so they had nothing better to do than whittle away the hours gambling. Remus talked to them a little, but avoided saying too much. They seemed more focused on their card game.

Remus slowly learnt the rules of the game they were playing. Apparently it was called Mage’s Gambit, the goal being to get a set of all 5 magic cards in one’s hand. To do this, players could trade cards, never showing each other what they had until they agreed to the swap. They could also draw cards from the middle, provided they had less than 5 cards. The problem was that if they did this, they could get a non-magic card. Then, they would have to trick another player into taking it off of them to win. The winner was the first one to get a full set of 5 magic cards, or if no one did a player could choose to reveal at any time and provided they had the most magic cards they would win, but if another player had more, they could show their hand to them and that player was eliminated. When this happened, a new round began without that player. The bets stayed in the middle of the table until there was either only 1 player remaining, or someone won.

Iris was not very good at the game. She started off well, winning a few of the early hands. But as the night wore on, she lost more and more until her coin purse was almost completely empty.

“Time to go,” Remus said, standing. It was almost 10, and he wanted to be home on time. The tavern was only a few minutes’ walk away, as was everything in the city centre, but he didn’t want to risk it.

“What? Shut up, I already told you I’ll go back when I want,” Iris said. She had 2 magic cards, which was a fairly mediocre hand considering she had a full hand of 5 cards so couldn’t draw any more.

“You won’t win. Let’s go,” Remus said. Iris glared at him.

“Stop it, you’re throwing me off,” she spat. “I’m not leaving until I make my money back.”

She stared at Remus. Remus stared at her. “Alright, I see I have no other choice. Sorry.”

“Damn right you're sorry. Now- ah!” Remus picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “Hey, put me down. Put me down, this instant!”

“Sorry to interrupt your game, fellas,” Remus said.

“Ay, no worries, mate. You’re right, she would’ve never won with that hand,” one of her friends said. Iris flailed on his shoulder, screaming. No one in the tavern seemed very bothered by the sight. “Get her home safe, ya hear.”

“I will.” Remus left, hearing the group laughing in their wake.

“I am your employer, put me down!” Iris complained the whole way home. Remus ignored her, reaching the doorway of the house just before 10.

Perfect. He rang the bell. Orin answered, looking shocked to see the large man manhandling his daughter. “She didn’t want to come home.”

“Father, fire this man immediately!” Remus looked at Orin, wondering how he would react.

“Well done on bringing her back,” Orin said, yawning. He pointed down the hall. “Take her to bed, then come find me. I’ll show you your quarters and give you a house key.”

“Father!” Iris cried. “Are you serious? You cannot hire this brute! He embarrassed me in front of all my friends!”

“Thank you,” Remus said, taking her down the hall. A chalkboard with her name written on it indicated which door was hers. He placed her in front of it. “Go to bed.”

Iris stomped her foot, looking up at him darkly. “Never do that again.”

“Goodnight,” Remus said, yawning.

“Hey, I’m talking to you here. This is important!” Iris stomped her foot again. Remus stopped, turning to her.

“What?”

Iris flinched back. “Um… I think we need to talk about what just happened.”

Remus consciously relaxed, realising he intimidated her without meaning to. “Your dad set the rules. I intend to follow them. He’s paying me, I don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, you do,” Iris said, strutting forward. She looked confident again. “You can do what my father says, or you can do what I say.” Iris put a finger on his chest, trailing it around in small circles. She continued in a whisper, “I think you’ll enjoy doing what I say more.”

Remus looked down at her oddly. “What are you doing?”

Iris leaned forward, getting so close they were almost touching. She got on her tiptoes so she was closer to his face. Even so, the height difference meant she was still bending her head back to meet his eye level. “I’m just talking to you. Is that a problem?”

“I guess not.” She was starting to remind him of Selene. It was a little uncomfortable, but he didn’t comment. “But unless you have something important to say, I’d rather talk about this in the morning.”

Iris dropped down, frowning at him. She crossed her arms with a huff. “Fine then, be that way.”

She seemed annoyed. “We can still talk in the morning. I don’t mind.”

She looked up at him out of the corner of her eye. “Whatever. I’m going to bed. Don’t follow me.”

“Okay.” Why would she think I would follow her into her bedroom?


Chapter 6: New Life

At breakfast, Iris refused to speak to Remus. She had returned to her original plan of trying to get Orin to fire him. When it became clear he wasn’t going to do that, she gave up, choosing to ignore them both. She ended up staying in her room all day, reading apparently. Remus didn’t mind, as it gave him some time to get acclimated to his new life.

Remus’ room was actually pretty nice. Orin’s house had a lot of empty space, clearly being designed to hold many more people than it did. As such, he was able to give Remus a sizable bedroom with a double bed, a basin to wash himself and multiple closets. The closets were old, and somewhat beaten up, but still worked well, so he didn’t mind. Not that he had enough clothes to fill them. He even had a small cooking area so he could feed himself.

Orin also had a library. It was as large as Remus had expected for a house this size, but regrettably many of the shelves were empty. The ones that were full weren’t much better, with one shelf being filled exclusively with Radiant Texts, which Orin explained had come free with the house. Since Remus wasn’t a worshipper of Mene, he didn’t want to read her holy book. Eventually, Remus found a novel to read. From the state of the spine, he could tell it had been read several times. It was a collection of stories about an elven warrior princess, supposedly based on a true story. She was a bit too perfect for Remus’ taste, but it was still entertaining.

That evening, Remus noticed Iris sneaking out of her room. He caught her just before she climbed over the wall of the garden. A tree near it let her get over it. “It’s past 10.”

“So? I’m a grown woman. I can do whatever I want,” Iris said. Remus looked at her without emotion.

“Come on, you know I have to stop you. This isn’t safe. What could you possibly want to do so late? The tavern closes at midnight.” Remus crossed his arms.

“That’s 2 more hours of gambling,” Iris said, rubbing her fingers together. “I’m going to make my money back.”

“How? You lost almost all your money yesterday.”

Iris snorted. “Let’s just say my father gave me an advance on my allowance.” Remus scratched his cheek.

“Why?” He didn’t realise that they had talked.

“I stole it,” she said slowly. Iris rolled her eyes. “You must be screwing with me. You cannot be this dumb.”

“Hey!” Remus glared at her. “Look, you can’t go back to the tavern. You’ll have to go back tomorrow.”

“Okay, then I’ll do something else.”

“Like what?”

“Anything. I’m just sick of being in this house all the time.”

“It’s for your own safety,” Remus said. Iris growled, kicking the tree.

“What’s the big deal? My father gets a few threatening letters, and suddenly I’m under house arrest. How’s that fair?” Remus stayed silent. In a way, he agreed with her; she was an adult, so should be able to go wherever she wanted. But he also knew Orin’s concern was genuine.

“Maybe you should talk to Orin.” He wasn’t going to get between his employee and his charge.

“Oh yeah, that’ll help.” Iris rolled her eyes. “Whatever, I’m going to bed.”

***

The next day, Iris knocked on his door. She frowned when he opened it, already annoyed. “Is that the only outfit you own?”

“No, I have 2,” Remus said. He used to have more clothes, but many were impractical in the Frozen South, so he had sewn them together to make them warmer. Iris rolled her eyes.

“I get your poor but this is taking the piss,” she said. “Get some skulls; we’re getting you a less stupid outfit.” Remus had learnt that skulls were the local currency from watching her gamble. It was a strange name for money, but made sense considering the little skulls etched onto the heads side.

“I don’t have any,” Remus said. So far, Orin had provided him with everything he needed. But he had insisted he wouldn’t get paid until the end of the first week. Considering Remus already had a place to sleep and food, he couldn’t really argue. It was standard to be paid after work was complete, after all.

“Mene above, your life is sad,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. Then she walked away. She made it to the end of the hallway before turning around. “Are you coming?”

Remus left, closing the door behind him. “Where are we going?”

“To get you a new outfit, obviously.”

“But I can’t afford it.”

“I’ll pay for it.” Remus smiled. Maybe she didn’t dislike him after all. “I can’t exactly have you following me around looking like that. You look repulsive.”

“... Thanks, I think.” As they left, they passed a mirror fixed to the wall. Remus’ outfit was a heavy winter coat and matching trousers, both of which had been stretched from when he accidentally transformed, tearing at the armpits and waist. The colour was faded from age, with stains throughout, and the material was rough from repeated washes. She’s not wrong.

***

Sunmiss City wasn’t a place with lots of stores. In fact, with such a tiny population, there was only 1 clothing store in the whole place. Creatively called the Clothes Store, it did everything from everyday wear to leather armour. They could even do some fancy outfits if you paid in advance for them to be made.

The owner was an old human man with deep wrinkles named Casil. Despite his aged appearance, he moved with surprising ease, greeting them with a joyful voice. “Iris! And I see you’ve brought Remus. Remember me?”

“Oh, from the card game,” Remus said. Iris hadn’t mentioned that when she told him about the store. “How did you do in the end?”

“Terribly,” he said, sounding strangely happy about the fact. “But I won it all back last night. I’m surprised you didn’t join us, Iris.”

“I didn’t feel like it,” she said vaguely, avoiding eye contact.

“I hope you weren’t too embarrassed by how it ended. There’s nothing wrong with getting home early,” Casil said kindly.

“Whatever. I don’t care.” She pointed at Remus. “Muscles here needs a new outfit, preferably one that isn’t ugly.”

“Hmm, I see.” Casil approached Remus, pulling out a line of measuring tape. He needed a stool to get up to Remus’ shoulders. “You’re a big one, aren’t you? Are you fully human?”

“What? Why would you ask that?” Remus asked. Does he know I’m a werewolf?

“I’ve never seen anyone as tall as you before, except orcs, that is. And even that’s rather rare,” Casil said, continuing to measure him without a care in the world. “Your complexion is fairly common for a human from Nexus, but you’re just so big.”

“Um… I think I’m a normal human,” Remus said. He didn’t think being a werewolf would make him any taller. He had been taller than most of his friends back in the village before he was changed.

“It doesn’t really matter. Clothes are clothes; yours will just need to be a little, well, a lot bigger than usual,” Casil said, finishing up his measurements. “That does mean I don’t have anything in your size, I’m afraid. I’ll have to make them, so they’ll take a few days. I hope that isn’t a bother.”

“It’s fine,” Iris answered. “How much will it cost?”

“Well… I’ll need to use a lot more fabric than I normally do, and with the recent issues with my supplier-”

“You don’t need to give me excuses. Just say what you want,” Iris demanded. When he was with his old pack, Remus never negotiated with the merchants they interacted with, usually leaving it to Lorcan. Even so, he got the feeling he could do a better job than Iris.

“I can do the whole thing for 50 skulls,” Casil said, smiling nervously. Iris glared at him.

“He needs some casual working clothes, not a bloody dress for the ball. Give me a normal price, you old coot!” Iris’ eyes seemed to glow with rage.

“Ah! Yes, well, maybe I did go a little high,” Casil said, reeling back. “How does… 30 skulls sound?”

Remus thought that still sounded high, but Iris seemed to calm down. “Whatever. Just have them ready for tomorrow.” She pulled a small purse off her belt, counting out the coins. “This outfit better be good.”

“It will be.” Casil deposited the coins in a purse on his waist. “It feels funny taking your money without gambling,” he teased.

Iris left without another word. A moment later, Remus followed her. “So… he’s your friend?”

“We gamble together. That doesn’t make us friends,” she said, huffing. “He’s the only clothier in town, so he tries to rip everyone off. The only way to avoid it is to get firm with him.”

“... Okay.”

“Or we could go to Icereach, and actually have more than 1 shop to choose from,” Iris said, giving him an annoyed look. Remus coughed.

“Your dad wouldn’t like that.” Remus sighed. I wouldn’t either. Icereach was the nearest city, half a day’s walk north in good conditions. Unlike Sunmiss, it had no curse preventing the sun from reaching it, so it was inhabited by significantly more people. It was sometimes referred to as the capital of Western Necrum. While by no means a metropolis, it was big enough to have a guild and a lord. This meant there was a much greater chance someone would notice Remus was a werewolf somehow, and the visible sky meant there was a chance he would see a full moon and transform.

“Why are you so afraid of my father?” Iris asked. Remus realised his fear must’ve been showing on his face, and she misinterpreted it.

“I’m not.”

“You’re such a coward.”

Remus growled. “I am not a coward.”

“Geez, did I touch a sore spot?” she smirked, taking pleasure in successfully irritating him.

“Let’s move on. Where do you want to go next?”

Iris looked around the street dramatically. “Well, there’s just so many choices, you see?” She had a point. Other than the clothing shop, general store and tavern, most of the stores were closed. “Actually… there is one place I want to go.”

“Fine. Lead the way.”


Chapter 7: Escape

Iris walked with confidence, Remus shadowing her. She had been going for several minutes, yet showed no sign of slowing down.

“Where are we going?” Remus wasn’t very familiar with the city, but he got the feeling they were almost out of the city centre. Due to the low population, only the centre of Sunmiss City had its roads cleared of snow with any regularity. The part they were in was covered in snow and ice, forcing Remus to focus to avoid slipping. Iris was less bothered, walking around confidently despite the slippery conditions.

“We’re nearly there, relax,” Iris said. She turned sharply, going down a filthy alleyway.

“Almost where?”

“Almost here!” She opened a metal door, slipping inside and slamming it behind her. The sound of metal scratching against metal confirmed she had locked it.

“Iris, come back here!” Remus tried to open the door, but predictably couldn’t. He sniffed the air. She was rapidly getting further away, her scent weakening with distance. “Goddesses above.”

Taking a running start, he slammed into the door. It went flying off its hinges, the force of the strike sending it careening to the floor. Remus’ arm hurt a little, but only briefly. Inside, he found what was clearly an abandoned home. Everything of value had been taken, leaving nothing but some rags and damaged furniture. He followed his nose, seeking her out. Remus always excelled at using his werewolf senses in human form.

She had already left, absconding into the street once again. Remus tried to chase her, but even with his nose guiding him, it wasn’t easy. The alleyways were a veritable maze, and she constantly went in and out of buildings seemingly for no reason other than to confuse him.

She’s faster than she looks. Remus had to break down a few more doors, but even factoring that in, he was amazed he didn’t catch her sooner. He had been running for almost half an hour, and was still no closer to catching her. He left the city, heading towards a large open cave.

The walls of the cave were covered with glittering crystals. The crystals themselves glowed, lighting the cave’s interior. They were small and sharp-looking. The ground was moist, and the scent of salt hung in the air. These were the mines of Sunmiss City, known for their flooding. Oddly, despite being so cold outside, it was warm in the mines. Almost hot.

“Iris, where are you? This isn’t a good place to be.” Remus got no response other than the echoes of his own voice. Huffing, he headed deeper into the caves.

“You’re so dramatic; if you stay near the surface, it’s safe.” Iris appeared from around a corner. “Trust me, I’ve lived here for years.”

“Can we go back now?” Remus looked around. The caves were pretty, but not enough to risk his life to have a look around.

“Look, my father’s scared for nothing. No one is coming for me,” Iris said.

“But the letters-”

“Exactly. What kind of kidnapper sends letters to forewarn their victim? That’d be insane.” Iris rolled her eyes in exasperation. “It’s probably just some jerk trying to scare my father, and now he’s overreacting, so I’m a prisoner.”

Remus hated to admit it, but that did sound like the most likely explanation. He never warned the people he kidnapped. I probably shouldn’t mention that. Remus sighed. “I can’t help you trick your dad.”

“I know.” Iris sat down on a flattened rock. “I get it, really. Just… let me relax for a bit, then we’ll head back.” Remus pursed his lips, feeling uncomfortable. After a pause, he sat down as well, resting against the wall. Iris smiled at him. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

“It is.” The walls kept sparkling even when he didn’t move, looking like the stars in the sky.

“This is the largest mana crystal mine in the entire country; it’s basically the only reason this city still exists,” Iris explained. Mana crystals are naturally occurring solidified mana. They can be used by mages to enhance their magic, or to create magical items. “They naturally produce light, glowing from the crystalized mana inside them. It’s even light at the bottom, if we go down there.”

“What about the flooding?”

“I’m obviously not suggesting we go down.” Iris clicked her tongue. “I’m not looking to die today. But I’ve been; the crystals are bigger there. It’s nice. The crystals make heat too, so it’s like a sauna.”

They sat in silence for a while, watching the walls sparkle. It was relaxing, and far less confrontational than their interactions so far. Remus would almost say it was pleasant. Then he smelt something. Steel and cheap flowery perfume.

“Does anyone else come here?” He stood up, looking at the entrance of the cave.

“Miners? Not during the wet season; the mines won’t reopen for months,” Iris explained. She stood up, joining Remus. “I don’t see anyone. What did you hear?”

“Iris, you are under arrest!” A blonde woman wearing pink leather armour jumped around the corner, brandishing a wand. She was the source of the cheap perfume. A large, sweaty man with a club followed her, alongside a ginger woman who smelt of ash. “Surrender, and it’ll be better for everyone!”

“No,” Iris said. She was remarkably unfazed by the sudden call for her arrest.

Remus cracked his knuckles, trying to look intimidating. “I’ve been hired to protect this woman. I’m not letting you take her.”

“Villain, this is your last chance. Tell your goon to stand down, and come with us or we’ll have no choice but to use force,” Gretel said, pointing her wand at them like a rapier.

“I can’t believe my father was actually right,” Iris muttered. “Remus, can you handle them?”

“Yes.” Remus wasn’t actually sure, but admitting that would make scaring them off impossible. He needed to project strength.

The large man stepped forward, brandishing his club. He was big, but Remus was much bigger. “You should surrender,” he said darkly. “It’ll hurt less if you do.”

“Come at me, bro,” Remus said, making a come at me gesture.

“Um, Bert, maybe you shouldn’t-” the ginger said. She never finished, as Bert charged forward with his club raised, screaming a war cry.

Shit. Remus kicked a rock into his face. Bert growled, head bouncing back from the force. Remus rushed him, aiming a punch squarely at his face, but it never connected. A glowing pink panel blocked his hand, stopping it dead. “The f-”

Bert smacked him with his club. Remus heard something crack as he was knocked off his feet. “Dummy,” Bert grunted. “Thanks for the help, Gretel.”

“We heroes of justice need to look out for each other, isn’t that right, Azula?” Gretel made a peace sign, holding her hand in front of her face.

“Right!” Azula barked obediently. “Is he going to be okay? Bert hit him quite hard.”

Iris was backing away from them. With nowhere else to go, she retreated deeper into the cave. “Worry about yourselves.” Remus jumped up, feeling the familiar pain that accompanied the beginning of his transformation. His skin prickled as fur started to form. He fought it back, tripping Bert and grabbing his club. “Leave us alone!”

“No chance. Heroes never give up no matter how bad things get! Azula, show him who’s boss.” Azula started casting a spell.

“Wait, stop!” Iris’s warning was too late. Flames bloomed from Azula’s hands, streaming towards Remus. He tried to use Bert’s club to block, but it burnt him all the same. “You idiot! This is crystallised mana! You could blow us all up, throwing around spells like that!”

“Ignore her, keep fighting,” Gretel ordered.

“Are you out of your mind?” Iris demanded. Bert jumped up, grabbing the club and trying to wrestle it from Remus’ hands. Remus held strong until a panel smacked him in the face, breaking his concentration. He tried to hit Bert, but the brute was faster than he looked. He dodged fluidly, then countered with his club, forcing Remus to retreat.

“What are you waiting for? More fire, Azula!” Gretel tried to hit Remus with another barrier, but she was slow and easy to avoid. Even with Bert on the offensive, Gretel was poorly suited to attack. “Burn the villains!”

“But the crystallised mana-”

“She’s lying,” Gretel shouted. Remus absorbed another hit from Bert’s club to the arm. It hurt a lot, but let him break through his guard. Up close, he punched him in the face, knocking the brute out.

“Leave us alone!” Remus’ arm hurt when he tried to move it. Bert had done more damage than he anticipated. Iris was still safely behind him.

“Azula, do it now!”

“Sorry!” Fire bloomed from her hands, aimed straight at Remus. It was much more than last time, enough to engulf Remus and Bert.

“You psychopath!” Remus threw Bert out of the way. Then the fire hit, the heat licking at his skin, making him cry out.

“Ah, Bert! Sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you!” Remus could hear her apologising.

Calm down. The pain forced him to transform. This time he couldn’t fight it. His muscles tore apart and rearranged themselves, his skin growing thick fur which instantly caught alight.

“He’s a werewolf,” Gretel said, gasping. “A creature of evil, of course. We must purge the world of this vile creature!”

There was no point hiding it. Remus went all out, charging straight for the leader. Gretel summoned a barrier. Remus leapt over it. “Villain, leave me-” Remus shut her up with a firm backhand to the face. He grabbed her wand before she could cast another spell. He turned to the fire mage.

“No, no. Leave me alone!” Azula sent more fire at him. Remus growled as it hit. His fur was replacing itself as quickly as it burned. It hurt, but more than that, it made him angry. “Please don’t hurt me!”

“The cave is on fire!” Iris’s voice cut through his rage. Pausing, he saw she was right. There was fire everywhere. Even Azula wasn’t immune, backing up from the destruction of her own creation fearfully. The entrance was blocked.

“Fool!” Remus grabbed Azula, throwing her over his shoulder and rushing deeper into the cave.


Chapter 8: Villains

Azula was awakened by the feeling of water falling on her face. Screaming, she jumped up only to be faced with Iris and her bodyguard. “Where am I?” She looked around fearfully. They were near a glistening lake surrounded by angular crystals. “Am I dead?”

“That’s right, and this is the afterlife,” Iris said sarcastically. The goon looked at her sympathetically.

“We had to retreat deeper into the caves to avoid the fire,” he explained, his deep voice surprisingly gentle.

“I- are my teammates okay?” The bodyguard shared a look with Iris.

“We don’t know,” Iris said. Azula paled as the reality of what she had done sunk in. She had lost control; then, she fell unconscious. If Remus hadn’t grabbed her, she would’ve likely died. “I didn’t see what happened to them. And Remus was too focused on saving us.”

Remus smiled sympathetically. “I didn’t smell burning flesh; I think they probably escaped as well.”

“Are you… are you going to kill me?”

Remus’ expression darkened. “I don’t kill people.”

“But aren’t you a werewolf?” Azula asked. She regretted saying it as soon as she saw the stricken look on Remus’ face. “Sorry, I-”

“It’s okay,” Remus said softly.

“The fuck it is,” Iris spat. She got in Azula’s face, making her flinch back. “This man saved your sorry ass from burning alive, in a fire you started by the way, and your first instinct is to insult him? What in Gai’s pits is wrong with you?”

“Ah, I’m sorry, it’s just… your villains.” Iris was not impressed by her explanation. Remus put a hand on her shoulder.

“Calm down. It’s normal.” He didn’t sound angry. Or even sad, he was resigned, as if he was accepting an inevitable fact of life. “We need to focus on getting out of here.”

Iris sneered at Azula, but moved back. “Just don’t do it again,” she threatened. Azula knew better than to risk angering someone as powerful as her.

“Yes, ma’am.” Iris snorted at the title but didn’t correct her. Calling her ma’am was an accident. It felt like she had to show her respect. In a way, her attitude reminded her of Gretel. She was so confident and sure of herself, so unlike Azula.

“So, how do we get out of here then? We can’t go the way we came.” Iris gestured over her shoulder to a section of the mine that had collapsed in on itself. The wall of rubble covered the path completely.

“Is there another way out?” Remus asked.

“Yes, but it won’t be pleasant. The reason they shut the mine is the floodwater blocks the path out… and monsters tend to move in,” Iris said. “Usually, we hire some adventurers to shift them before we start operations again.”

“You came here knowing there would be monsters?” Remus said, narrowing his eyes.

Iris rolled her eyes. “They don’t go near the entrance, Muscles. They’re water monsters.”

Remus covered his face with his hands, sighing dramatically. “So we’re trapped underground, in a cave prone to flooding with water-based monsters and a fire mage who wants to kill us… I’m the worst bodyguard ever.”

“I’m not dead yet.” Iris smirked. “Despite the best efforts of some members of our group.”

“Ah, I was never trying to kill you,” Azula said apologetically. “We were going to capture you without hurting you.”

“Really? Because it sure looked like you were trying to hurt us.” Iris put her hands on her hips challengingly.

“Sorry, I just have trouble controlling my powers sometimes. I didn’t mean… I didn’t realise it would be so dangerous.” Azula hung her head shamefully.

“If you have trouble controlling your magic, don’t come to a crystallised mana mine,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. “Seriously, how stupid are you?”

Azula didn’t argue, because she knew she was right. Azula really was an idiot. “Sorry.”

“This is pointless; we need to focus on getting out of here,” Remus said.

“Alright, Muscles, what’s the plan?” Iris looked at Remus expectantly. Azula looked at him too.

“Huh? Why’d I have a plan?” Remus waved his hands and shook his head. “I mean… I guess we could start looking around, see what we see.”

Iris gave him a withering look. “... You really are the worst bodyguard ever.”

“Alright, Miss Dark and Scary, what’s your plan?” Remus stood up, stretching out. Sitting next to him, Azula suddenly felt very small.

“Um…” Iris stood up as well, looking around as if expecting to see the answer to their problem. “We wait for help to arrive.”

“No one knows we’re here,” Remus said.

“Oh…”

The trio stayed in despondent silence for a long time. Every now and again, one of them would go off, trying to find something useful to their situation. But there was nothing. One exit was blocked by stones; the other was hidden beneath the lake. There were tracks for the mine cart, and an empty cart, but that was it.

“We’re dead,” Iris said, laying down on the ground. “I don’t know what’s more upsetting. Dying in a ditch, or my father being right.”

Mene above, what do we do now?

***

Gretel coughed painfully, feeling like her lungs were trying to escape her body. Bert had grabbed her before the fire consumed her; she used her barriers to make a path to escape the cave. They made it out, but only they made it out.

“The werewolf has Azula,” Bert said, looking at the burning entrance to the cave.

“Azula won’t go down without a fight,” Gretel said. She wished she believed what she was saying. The werewolf had been like a force of nature, overpowering them with ease. When faced with a monster like that, there wouldn’t be anything Azula could do.

“What do we do now?” Bert had some bad burns- they both did. They had no potions or any other way of healing themselves; the best they could do was put snow on their wounds.

“He has to leave that cave eventually. He won’t come out this way, so he’ll search for another path to salvation,” Gretel said, icing a burn on his arm. “When he comes out, we need to be ready.”

“Is there another exit?” Bert asked, scratching his cheek. Gretel wasn’t surprised he didn’t know; he rarely did any research to learn about what was going on. Gretel was the team leader, so that was her job.

“A mine like this will always have at least 2 entrances, that way if there’s a cave-in or something they have another way out. All we’ve got to do is find the other entrance, and we know where they’ll come out,” Gretel said. Bert nodded.

“Then we save Azula.” Gretel avoided his gaze. Bert still had hope.

“We’ll… Yes, we’ll save Azula.”


Chapter 9: Monsters

Remus was getting hungry. They had been in the same chamber for hours, and no one had figured anything out. Each of them had searched every part of the area, hoping to find something the others missed. They didn’t. They were thoroughly trapped, with no way out.

“Alright, that does it. I’m trying to swim,” Remus announced. He climbed to his feet, looking at the lake.

“What about your arm?” Iris asked. Remus looked at her oddly. “Weren’t you injured when Bert hit you?”

“That was hours ago,” Remus said, waving his arm about to demonstrate. “It’s healed.”

Iris looked at him oddly for some reason. He ignored it; he was too focused on his goal to get distracted. “What about the monsters?” Azula asked in a timid voice.

“If there’s any, I’ll come out again before anything bad happens. But we’ve not seen any yet.” Remus took off his shirt. “Besides, how dangerous can they be?” They didn’t respond. Remus took that as confirmation of his plan, removing his trousers and pants as well. “If I find a safe route, I’ll come back, okay, ladies?” He turned, but Azula was covering her face while Iris was staring at him with a wide smile. “Is everything okay?”

“More than okay, Muscles,” Iris said, sounding oddly pleased.

Weirdo. Remus walked into the water. It was a steady incline, so the water slowly rose up his body. He was glad Iris was watching him so keenly; it was nice to have someone watching his back. Azula was still covering her face, for some reason. Guess I can’t expect a former enemy to look out for me. The room wasn’t very well lit, so he could barely see beneath the surface. Once he reached the point that it was up to his neck, he started steadily swimming. From the shape of the tunnel, he had a pretty good idea where the entrance to the next section would be.

Something pulled him down.

The water was clean, so he could see at least a few feet in front of himself. Yet, even though he could feel something holding his foot, he couldn’t see anything. It was as if he were all alone.

A red line of blood leaked out of his chest. What on Gaia is going on?

He tried to swing in the direction he had been cut from, but with the drag from the water he was slow. He didn’t know if there was a monster that evaded his attack, or if there simply never was one to begin with. The pressure on his foot was released, so he started swimming back to the surface.

He didn’t make it.

He swam into something solid. Grabbing it, he found that this one did have a physical body. He allowed his hands to shift into claws, digging into his invisible opponent. Even when he felt flesh tearing under his claws, he saw nothing. Ripping it in half, he was unsure if he had killed it or merely wounded it. This is stupid.

He let his body transform the rest of the way, making another break for the surface. His breath was running out. Something grabbed his foot. He responded much faster in his wolf form, slashing at his own ankle. It moved his foot, so he cut himself, but he got it.

Air.

He wanted to finish it off, but his instincts screamed at him to breach the surface. Sharp claws dug into his chest, slicing through his flesh, but he ignored them. Air. He finally broke the surface, taking a hungry breath of fresh air. He was pulled down before he could finish, getting a mouthful of water for his troubles. It tasted coppery and gross, no doubt in part due to his own blood.

Air.

He had bought himself some time, but he was still desperate. He swung around wildly, cutting at everything within reach. He hit nothing. With nothing to see, and no ability to smell his opponent, he was completely blind. Air.

Something grabbed Remus, spinning him about until he was completely disoriented and surrounded by his own blood. He didn’t even know which way was up. Air.

More claws dragged across his chest. He grabbed it, pulling the offending creature towards him. He bit into it, tearing the flesh from its body. This taste. It had the same disgusting taste as the water. The monster was struggling. Remus kept tearing and biting until he felt a crunch. The monster went limp. Remus swam to the surface and was finally able to breathe freely. Not wanting to risk it, he made a beeline towards the shore. He stood as soon as he could, gasping for air. His transformation reverted as he calmed down.

“Don’t… come in…”

“Goddesses above, are you okay?” Iris ran into the water, grabbing his arm. Looking down, Remus could see why she was worried. He was covered in wounds, all bleeding heavily.

“They’re not deep.... The water… makes them look worse… than they are.” Remus kept walking towards land, satisfied Iris was following him.

“We… we should cauterise the wounds,” Azula said. Remus looked at her blankly.

“Do what to the wounds?”

“She wants to seal them with fire, so they stop bleeding,” Iris explained. They were out of the water, back on solid ground. “It's not a bad idea. You’re losing a lot of blood.”

“I’ll stop bleeding soon,” Remus said, unconcerned. He had survived worse injuries, like when Raven turned him into a pincushion.

“Are you an idiot?” Iris shouted, gesturing to his bloody torso. Steam rolled off him as he dried. “You’re covered in cuts.”

“I’ve had worse.” Remus sat down. He was tired. “I just need to rest a bit, and I’ll heal up.”

“You don’t have any burns…” Azula said, looking mystified.

“So?”

“You ran through my fire just a few hours ago, but there’s not a single burn on your body. I have burns, and so does Iris, but you’re fine.” 

“I’ve always healed fast,” Remus said. His wounds had already stopped bleeding. “Anyway, those things in the water were invisible or something. They’re weak but a pain in the ass to fight. They kept trying to drown me.”

“Oh, that’s what you were doing,” Iris said, her face lighting up with realisation. “That must be a you thing, Remus. I could totally see them.”

“I couldn’t,” Azula said.

“Well, not when they dived, but when they were near the surface, they were as visible as any other fish,” Iris said. “They were swarming all around you. I was wondering why you kept flailing about like that. It makes sense if you can’t see them.”

“Um, I… can you use your abilities against them, Iris?” Azula asked. Remus looked at her oddly.

“Iris doesn’t have any powers.” Remus looked at Iris, who nodded her confirmation.

“I can’t use magic or ki.”

“What about the Stygian?” Azula asked. Remus vaguely remembered hearing that word somewhere, though he couldn’t place where. Iris looked at her blankly.

“What’s that?” Azula looked shocked.

“Oh, Mene, I think we might have made a terrible mistake.” She lowered her head. “I think… I think there was a misunderstanding… we thought you were a criminal.”

Iris clicked her tongue. “Moron. Who told you I was a criminal?”

“It was a priest. He must have been mistaken. I’m sure if we talk to him we can clear this whole mess up.” Remus paled.

“Um, do you mean a priest of the Order of the Radiant Night?”

Iris looked at him, amused. “I assume that werewolves and Radiants don’t mix?”

“You could say that.” Remus didn’t think it likely it would be Helene or Lex, but he also saw no reason to test that theory.

“Whatever. It doesn’t matter now anyway, because we’ve got a huge pool filled with monsters only I can see to get through,” Iris said, looking at the water. “What we need is some way to lure them to where we can see them.”

“They won’t leave the water. If I’m right, they’re Glass Kappas; they stay in the water because they’re weak on the surface,” Azula supplied. “They have a little bowl filled with water on top of their heads; if you knock it off, they suffocate.”

Iris smirked. “I have a plan.”

***

Azula did not like Iris’s plan. In fact, she hated it. They were lucky that the mining cart was light enough to float, even with Azula and Remus in it. Iris was staying at the shore, watching from the only safe location. Azula wished she was the one who could see them.

Is it a Stygian power, or an elf thing? Caius hadn’t mentioned any kind of ocular ability. It was possible he simply didn’t know, but considering Iris had displayed no magic during the fight, Azula found herself filled with doubt.

Remus slowly paddled towards the middle of the lake, using his hands as oars. Thankfully, he had agreed to redress after he dried off a little. Azula didn’t think she could handle being in such a small space with a naked man. Especially not one so tall and muscular.

“Are you okay? Your face is red.” Remus looked at her with concern. Azula looked away, trying to act nonchalant.

“This… this just happens when I use fire magic sometimes. Don’t think about it,” she said. Remus shrugged. Azula’s lie made no sense as she wasn’t using her magic. Luckily, Remus didn’t notice this.

“Stop there!” Azula looked over the edge, trying to see the Glass Kappas. She couldn’t see anything, just slightly murky water.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes! Do it!” Azula took a steadying breath. Control it. You can do this. It’s your magic; you control it.

She held her hands out over the water, letting the flames flow through her. After years of practice, her ability to summon flames had grown considerably. What hadn’t grown was her control. When she was weak, this wasn’t an issue. Any time she lost control, the worst she’d get was a mild scorch. If she lost control this time, she might kill everyone.

“More power,” Iris shouted. The water was steaming beneath them, the hot air making her sweat.

“It’s dangerous!” Azula increased the power a little, focusing hard to keep it under control.

“Don’t worry about hurting me. You didn’t before,” Remus said. Azula looked at the giant, shocked. “You can do this. Let everything go and boil those fuckers.”

Azula expected him to look manic, like Gretel when she was on one of her holy missions. Instead, he looked serene. He really isn’t afraid. Azula swallowed, unsure how to feel. Remus was there as her bodyguard, so that when the Kappas tried to attack, she’d have someone skilled with melee combat nearby. If she hurt him, she’d be stranded in a literal lake of enemies.

“You can do this.” Azula took a steadying breath, then stopped holding back. Her fire tripled in size, the water going from steaming to boiling in an instant. She heard a strange, piercing scream. Her ears felt like they were going to burst. She covered them, extinguishing the fire.

Then she saw them. The strange translucent hands clutching the edge of the cart. “We’ve got company!” Remus had transformed into his werewolf form, slashing the hands off of the nearest Kappa. Another grabbed him from behind, but he was prepared, throwing it forward and then ripping its head off. “Not so tough on solid ground, are you!”

There was more. They were desperate to climb out of the boiling water and into their makeshift boat. Remus was putting them down quickly, sending their bodies back into the water. Somehow, he seemed remarkably unbothered by the shaking of the boat. He kept his balance even as he fought monsters on all sides. Azula wished she felt the same way.

She held both sides, sinking low to try to stay stable, but it didn’t work. One of the Kappa got her, dragging her off the edge. She screamed when she felt the water she herself had boiled. Water rushed into her mouth. Feeling the claws at her throat, she did the only thing she could think of, releasing all her power at once. The world turned white; a sea of bubbles surrounding her.

The strange screaming redoubled, every Kappa near her being poached in an instant. Or so she thought. Once she was exhausted, she felt a hand around her foot dragging her down. No. She tried to release more fire, but the temperature was rapidly dropping. She had already exhausted herself. No.

She tried to struggle free, but its grip was absolute. There was no getting away. Without her magic, she was just a normal woman in a lake. She would never be able to beat a Kappa. She wasn’t even a particularly strong swimmer. She was already out of breath.

I’m going to die.

She heard a splash, then a pair of strong hands wrapped around her waist. Remus. He had jumped in after her, still in his werewolf form. He was trying to pull her up, but the kappa was too strong.

He dived, thrashing about wildly, and then the resistance disappeared. Azula didn’t think about anything else; she rushed towards the surface, desperate to breathe. The air felt better than ever before in her life.

Remus came up shortly afterwards. “Are you okay?”

“Yes… I think… you came after me…”

“Of course.” Remus whipped his head around, spraying her like a wet dog. “I couldn’t just let you die.”

“Did we get all of them?” Azula looked around in a panic. The cart had sunk, leaving them swimming in the middle of the lake with nothing to grab onto.

“You’re safe!” Iris waved at them from the surface. “That was all of them.”

“Let’s head back to the shore and rest a bit, then go to the next place.”

“Good idea.”


Chapter 10: Lesser Horned Gota

They managed to reach the next room. They had to swim underwater for a while to reach it, but without Kappa’s attacking them it was comparatively easy. Azula used a controlled flame to help them dry off, then they made their way further into the cave.

Iris was familiar with the tunnel system, so was able to guide them towards the surface. The plan was to get through the whole thing in a single trip, but after travelling for hours, they came across a whole flock of Lesser Horned Gotas. They had somehow got trapped inside the mine, and were milling about. Remus killed them, then Azula cooked one with a small controlled fire while they rested.

“So what are these again?” Iris asked, watching Azula cook. She had to hold her hand over the Gota, manipulating the fire to slowly cook it.

“They are monsters, but as you saw, they’re not dangerous,” Azula said, slowly moving the fire about. Remus had downed each one with a single hit. “They are delicious, however. If they’re spawning around here, you should try to set up a farm.”

Iris leaned back on her hands. “Who knows where they came from. They might even be from the real Frozen South.”

“Aren’t we in the Frozen South?” Azula rolled the Gota over. They didn’t have anything to hold it up, so they were just cooking it on the floor. They were relying on the heat from Azula’s fire to ensure it was safe to eat.

“In a sense, but this part still had permanent settlements. We call the inhospitable part the real Frozen South,” Iris explained. “We sometimes get travellers on their way down there for one reason or another. A lot don’t return.”

“They die?” Azula asked, her eyes wide with fear.

Iris grinned darkly. “Perhaps… that or they just go to a different city on the way out.” Remus snorted. “They’re the only interesting thing that happens around here, so I hope they don’t freeze to death.”

“Do you like adventurers?” Remus asked.

“I talk to them when I can,” Iris said. She gave Azula a pointed look. “But not all of them are so… amicable.”

“Sorry. I really think this was an honest mistake. We never would’ve attacked you if we knew you were innocent,” Azula said, avoiding Iris’s gaze.

“You should have checked before you tried to kidnap her. Reckless actions in the name of justice can do just as much damage as evil,” Remus said, grimacing. Iris looked at him curiously; she suspected there was more to that comment than he was saying. But now was not the time to ask.

“I know. Gretel’s just… she’s passionate.”  

Iris smirked, pumping her eyebrows at Remus playfully. “Passion isn’t always a bad thing.”

“Passion must be controlled. If we all gave in to our desires, we’d be no better than monsters,” Remus said.

Definitely a story there. Iris pursed her lips.

“I’ll talk to Gretel when we get out. I’m sure she’ll understand once I explain, and apologise.” Iris could tell that Azula wasn’t so sure. She rolled her eyes; everyone was acting so dramatic.

“Your fire magic is impressive,” Iris said, shifting the conversation. “Although I must say, your control could use some work. That’s twice now that Remus has had to save you.”

Azula sighed, still cooking. “I know. I wasn’t always so bad at controlling it, but as I got stronger, my powers got more and more out of control.”

“That’s unusual,” Iris mused. Usually, magic power and control both improve with practice. “Did you do something to enhance yourself?”

“Nothing so exciting, I’m afraid. It just… happened.” Azula smiled sadly.

“They say magic is dictated by emotion. If your mind is disturbed, your spells will follow suit.” Iris waited, seeing how the fire mage would respond to her probing statement. She wouldn’t force her to speak, but she could tell Azula wanted to. She also wanted to learn more about the woman who attempted to arrest her and was now her temporary travelling companion.

“It all started a while ago. We got into a dangerous fight, one we probably weren’t ready for,” Azula said. Iris noticed that the fire started to wobble as she spoke, matching her voice. “We were stupid. We should have run away, but … Gretel never let us run. So we fought and… I got so scared. I tried to push myself beyond my normal limits to survive… that’s how this happened.” She moved her hair to show the scar over her eye. “Looks bad, doesn’t it? I spoke to a priest once; he said that if I hadn’t received immediate treatment, I’d definitely have gone blind in that eye permanently.” Azula looked at the fire, her expression becoming haunted.

“That must’ve been very scary,” Remus said sympathetically. He was trying to comfort her, but Iris didn’t join in. She knew the story wasn’t over.

“What happened next?”

“My teammate healed me after it happened. He had never told us he was a healer. I really think he meant well- he was trying to help me. But Gretel was furious; she said a former Radiant priest was a heretic, and had no right to be a part of our team.” Azula swallowed, looking like she might drown in her guilt. “I-I should have said something. He helped me, and I just let her kick him out. I think that’s why he left town in the end.”

“Perhaps you should apologise to him,” Remus suggested.

“I-I don’t think he wants to talk to me anymore.” Azula fell silent, focusing all her attention on cooking the Gota. Iris thought that would be the end of it, but surprisingly, Remus was the one to keep talking.

“I did something similar once… something worse, actually. I was stopped before anyone was seriously hurt but… then I made sure to protect one of the people who had stopped me…” Remus ran his hand through his hair. Only now did Iris realise it had grown back after he was set on fire.

Was that part of his healing thing, or part of the werewolf thing? Werewolves do grow hair, and hair isn’t a body part that can normally magically heal, but magic is weird. You sure did pick a weird bodyguard, father.

“I’m not sure this story is a good comparison, actually. My point is that you can change who you are. If you feel like you’ve betrayed this guy, then be better,” Remus said at last. Iris had to admit it was good advice.

“You’re a natural storyteller,” Iris praised sarcastically. “But he is right. If you want to be different, then be different.”

“Maybe I can’t be better. I’m a fire mage; all my magic is good for is destruction,” Azula said.

“You’re cooking now.” Remus pointed at the browned meat. Azula smiled slightly.

“Maybe I should pack in the whole adventurer thing and become a professional chef,” Azula joked. “I think it’s ready.”

Remus created a claw, using it to slice off some meat. He gave it to Iris to gnaw on. As soon as she bit it, she knew it was poorly cooked. Burnt in places, while underdone in other parts. Maybe being a cook isn’t your calling either.

Iris avoided the underdone bits as she ate. They didn’t talk much more, focusing on eating and enjoying the temporary break in action. Iris was glad for the chance to relax. She had no way of knowing what was around the corner.


Chapter 11: Fresh Air

After being in the mines so long, Remus was desperate to feel fresh air. Everything inside smelt so stale and gross from the monsters they killed. So when he saw the literal light at the end of the tunnel, he ran.

He found himself in a clearing blanketed with snow. A pair of faint footprints showed someone had been to this area before. Otherwise, it was untouched. Turning around, he grinned happily. “We made it.”

He was so pleased that he didn’t notice he wasn’t alone until a club hit him in the back of the head.

***

“Wait!” Azula rushed to stop them. She had completely forgotten about Bert and Gretel. “They’re not bad guys!”

Embarrassingly, Iris was running faster than her. “Leave him alone!”

Bert turned to her with a big, dumb grin. “Ah, I got her!” He reared his club back, ready to crush Iris’s head. He didn’t get the chance, as Gretel summoned a barrier tripping her. She fell face first into the snow.

“Finish off the werewolf; he’s too dangerous to ignore,” Gretel said. She surrounded Iris with barriers, restraining her. It seemed she had recovered her wand. The pink light highlighted her furious features. Iris couldn’t even stand up, her face pressed into the snow.

“When I get out of here, I’m going to kill you,” Iris screamed.

Bert reared his club back, ready to kill Remus. “No, don’t kill him!” Azula kept shouting, but they were ignoring her. They always ignored her. It was like nothing she said or did mattered to them at all. “Listen to me!”

Azula couldn’t let them kill Remus, not after he saved her life. Azula did the only thing she could think of. She burned Bert. He cried out in pain, dropping his club. “Ah! Azula, wha’ was tha’ for?”

“He’s not a villain; don’t kill him. Iris isn’t a Stygian!” Azula reached the surface. “We’ve made a mistake.”

“Oh, how foolish we’ve been,” Gretel said, putting the back of her hand on her forehead.

“Wait- we were wrong?” Bert asked, arms going limp.

“No, our righteousness has never been in question. We were foolish for leaving one as impressionable as Azula with these villains!” Gretel twirled her wand. “Azula, they’re tricking you, making you hurt your own heroic teammates. You need to come back to us!”

“What? No, Gretel, don’t-” Gretel slammed her face with a barrier, sweeping Azula off her feet with another strategically placed barrier.

“We will save you! Our friendship is too powerful to be overcome by the works of evil!” Gretel cried, spinning around. “Bert, show her how strong our bonds are.”

“Um…” Bert looked unsure.

“Kill the werewolf,” Gretel clarified. “Villains like him cannot be redeemed.”

Bert looked at Azula, at war with himself. “But wha’ about Azula?”

“We’ll save her,” Gretel said. She repeated her barrier trick, wrapping Azula up in barriers so she couldn’t stand. “With this, she can’t hurt anyone.”

Azula summoned a flame experimentally, but she already knew the answer. They had sparred before, and the result was always the same. Gretel’s barriers were stronger than her flames. If she tried to break through, all she would do was cook herself. “Bert, this isn’t right! Remus isn’t violent. If he wanted to kill me, he would have, but he saved me instead. You need to stop this.”

Remus was stirring, starting to wake up. “Bert, this is an order from your team leader. End this now!”

“I…” Bert raised his club. “Werewolves are bad guys…”

I can’t just let Bert kill him. Azula was reminded uncomfortably of the last time she let her teammates do the wrong thing. She had watched passively, letting it happen. That time she had been afraid they’d kick her out too if she spoke up. But the stakes were higher this time. If she did nothing, Remus would die. I won’t let Bert kill him.

“I said stop.” Azula revved her flames. The snow around her melted, then boiled. She didn’t stop. The flames had nowhere to go, Gretel’s barriers holding them tight against her body. She knew it could kill her, but she refused to just stand by and watch.

“Azula, stop, you’ll hurt yourself,” Gretel said. Her barriers started to crack. “I said stop!”

Bert abandoned his attack. “Gretel, drop the barriers or you’ll kill her!”

“No, I can’t stop. She’s still brainwashed, she’s-” her barriers suddenly disappeared. Azula didn’t know why, and she didn’t care. She rushed forward, wreathed in flames, and punched Gretel in the face. Gretel fell back, dropping her wand.

“Gretel!” Bert turned to Azula with fury burning in his eyes. “You are a villain. Baddie!”

He charged her, club raised to attack. He never even got close. Azula sent a ball of fire at him, blasting him off of his feet. He fell with a loud crash into a snowbank. Azula panted for air, exhaustion overwhelming her. She fell to her knees. I did it. Remus is safe.

She had used more mana than ever before in her life. She felt so drained; so tired. Azula closed her eyes, letting sleep take her. This time, I did something.


Chapter 12: Waking Up

Azula woke up peacefully, feeling more relaxed than she had in a long time. She couldn’t remember the last time she awakened feeling so well rested. Sitting up, she stretched happily. She looked around the room, finding she didn’t recognise it.

Wait, where am I? She was in a bedroom filled with old furniture. It was dark; even when she opened the curtains there was no sunlight. Did that really happen?

She remembered meeting Remus, and then fighting her own teammates. It seemed crazy. She couldn’t believe she could actually win against them.

Getting up, she opened the door, looking around cautiously. There was a light at the end of the hallway in one direction, and a window in the other. She approached the light cautiously, finding Iris sitting in a library. She was reading a book by candlelight.

“You’ve awakened, fantastic.” Iris closed her book, approaching her. “Have your wounds healed?”

“I think so…”

“Excellent, we gave you some good potions, so your burns shouldn’t scar and you shouldn’t have any major symptoms of mana deprivation. You really need to get better at controlling your magic; you shouldn’t be hurting yourself every time you battle,” Iris scolded. Azula nodded, lowering her gaze.

“You’re right. I’m… I’m not really much of a mage.”

Iris rolled her eyes. She grabbed Azula’s hand, making her jump. “Don’t be so dramatic. You were sublime. You beat both of them practically single-handedly.”

“I- what happened after I passed out?”

“Remus is fine, as are Gretel and Bert, for what it’s worth. Remus insisted we take them as prisoners, doing them no harm.” Iris rolled her eyes again, seemingly amused by Remus’ anti-killing stance. “My father has placed them in the cellar for now. They’ve not caused too much trouble.”

“Without her wand, Gretel can’t cast,” Azula said. Gretel was a powerful mage, but she had always used her wand as a crutch. It was a gift given to her by a Radiant priest when she was first training; she claimed it proved she was righteous. Azula never approved of the practice, but with her own control so poor, she never advised against it. Evidently, this was actually a good decision.

“Fantastic.” Iris released her hand. “Father’s got a few of the townsfolk keeping an eye on them either way. He’s requested a delegation from Icereach that will take them to trial.”

“What will happen to them?” Azula was angry with her former teammates, but she didn’t think they deserved to be executed. Gretel may be deluded, but she generally tried to do the right thing.

“They will be treated fairly,” Iris said, retaking her seat. “Execution is almost never used as a punishment except in cases of murder or other severe crimes. But ultimately, that decision will be made by the lord.”

“I see. Good.” Azula fidgeted, unsure how to phrase her next question. “And will I be taken?”

“Why would you be? You protected me; that is no crime.” Iris smiled coyly. “In fact, I think my father wishes to give you a reward.”

Azula opened her mouth but quickly closed it again. She didn’t feel like she deserved a reward, but she was not foolish enough to go searching for trouble. She also had almost no money and now had no team. “... thank you.”

“There’s no need to thank me. You deserve a reward.”

***

“I’m sure you know why I’ve asked to speak to you,” Orin said. He sat behind his desk, with Remus across from him. They were in the exact same position they had been in mere days ago.

“Yes.”

“I am not an unreasonable man. I understand you did the best you could.” He put his hands together on the desk, his expression set. “But I’m sure you can appreciate that it was not good enough.”

“Yes.” If Remus had done his job right, Iris would have never left the city centre. While it’s possible Gretel would have attacked either way, Orin would have been much closer, able to provide aid or clear up the misunderstanding. It’s because Remus dropped his guard that they were in the mine. While he had helped resolve the situation, he was also the cause of it.

“Good.” Orin opened up a drawer in his desk, pulling out a coin pouch. “This is your salary for the week. I think you’ll find it fair.”

Remus took it without complaint. He hadn’t even worked a full week, Orin was already being generous. “Thank you.”

“I cannot write you a letter of recommendation, but I would recommend going to Icereach. Lord Darkheart is a tough man but a fair one too. He’s looking for soldiers. I believe he will treat you well.”

Remus obviously couldn’t become a soldier. If they found out he was a werewolf, they’d kick him out immediately. No one would risk having a wild beast as part of their fighting forces. “Thank you for the advice.”

“Well then. I believe that’s it. Thank you for your time.” Remus stood up, offering Orin his hand. “I truly wish you the best in your future endeavours.”

Orin grabbed his wrist, shaking his hand in the Necrum way. “You too.”

***

“Let me out of here right now, you dumb bastards,” Gretel screamed, for what felt like the thousandth time. Bert was with her in a cold dungeon beneath Iris’ house. There were no windows, and they had only been given a single candle to use for light. Technically, it was a wine cellar, but with the door locked, the result was the same thing. They were trapped, and there wasn’t even any wine to drink. They emptied the shelves before throwing them down there. “I’m on a righteous mission. How dare you stand in my way!”

Bert was lying on the cold floor. He had rolled up the tiny blanket they gave him to act as a pillow. “Do ya think we did the right thing?”

Gretel turned to him, her expression showing nothing but unwavering confidence. “Of course.” Gretel didn’t have any doubts. She never did. No matter the situation, she always knew exactly what they should do. It didn’t matter how dangerous it was, or how complicated things might seem. Gretel always gave simple answers, answers so easy even Bert could understand them.

Bert knew he wasn’t the smartest man in the world. Or at least, he hoped he wasn’t. If he was the smartest man on Gaia, then the world would be in a lot of trouble. Or ruled by women. He didn’t like the sound of either option.

“We hurt Azula,” Bert said. In his mind’s eye, he could still see her screaming in pain as she burned herself trying to break free of Gretel’s magic.

“She hurt us a hell of a lot more.” Gretel had a black eye that still hadn’t healed. Bert’s chest was sore and red, and would likely get a scar from where she fireballed him.

“She did.” Bert rubbed his chest. “I didn’t like that.”

Gretel looked down at him, considering. “Azula used to be a good person, like us,” she said slowly. “But these things. They’re complicated sometimes. You can’t help evil people.”

“Is Azula evil?”

“She attacked us, of course she’s evil,” Gretel said, crossing her arms. “Good people don’t give other good people black eyes.”

“That’s true.” Bert huffed. “But you attacked her first.”

“That was to protect you,” Gretel said. “I didn’t want to hurt her, but she was going to hurt you. I didn’t have any choice.”

“Okay…” Bert took a deep breath and relaxed. Bert didn’t want Azula to be evil. He knew he couldn’t always get what he wanted; that’s not how life worked. The only thing he could rely on was Gretel. Gretel had always looked after him. She always knew what to do, so he followed her lead and knew things would work out in the end. They were in prison. But the prison was a wine cellar, so it wasn’t that bad. He decided to stop thinking about their situation; he knew Gretel could handle it.

Gretel always looks after me.


Chapter 13: Goodbyes

Remus didn’t spend long packing. When all your worldly possessions fit in a backpack, it’s pretty easy. He hadn’t really unpacked either. After he was done, he sought out Iris to say goodbye. She was in the library, reading a black book with a spiky spine.

“Greetings,” she said, not looking up from her book. “How did the meeting with my father go?”

“I’m leaving town,” Remus said, seeing no reason to beat around the bush.

“What? Why?” Iris jumped up from her seat. “What happened?”

“He fired me.” Remus adjusted his pack. “Considering what happened, I can hardly blame him. You said it yourself, I’m the worst bodyguard ever.”

Iris didn’t look happy. “Come with me, muscle for brains.” She stormed out of the room before he could say anything, making a beeline for Orin’s study. Once there, she threw the door open so hard it bounced off of the wall. “You have some explaining to do?”

Orin actually flinched back, but he recovered soon enough. “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

She stalked forward, slamming her hands on his desk. “What kind of idiot fires the man who saves their daughter’s life? I’d be 6 feet under if Remus wasn’t around.”

Orin leaned over to scowl at Remus. Remus scratched the back of his neck sheepishly. “I didn’t ask her to do this.”

“I see. Well, be that as it may, he completely failed in his duties. He was supposed to keep you out of trouble, and instead you ended up going into the mine and fighting monsters. It was an absolute bloody shambles,” Orin said. “To be frank, he’s lucky I’m paying him at all.”

“Listen here, old man. Remus is the only bodyguard I’ll accept. So you better rehire him or you’ll have a much bigger problem than me going down a mine!” Orin leaned back, looking surprised yet oddly pleased.

“Is that so?” Orin steepled his fingers. “I suppose I could rehire him. If you promise to follow my rules.”

“What? The rules are pointless; we caught the people who were after me.”

“Perhaps.” Orin bobbed his head from side to side, lips pursed. “But if what you’re saying is true, they were sent by someone. This Caius figure is still out there, and until my contacts find out more about him, you’re in danger.”

“Can’t you just tell him I’m not the Stygian thing?” Orin coughed into his hand.

“It’s likely he’d think I’m lying, as Gretel seems to,” Orin said. He coughed again. “So do we have a deal?”

Iris put her hands on her lips, looking down her nose at her dad. “You’re a real bastard, you know that?”

“Interesting way to ask your beloved father for a favour,” Orin muttered dryly. “This is for your own safety, remember? Once I’m sure you’re safe, we can get back to normal.”

Iris turned, leaving the room quickly. “Whatever. Just hire him back already!”

Remus stayed behind awkwardly. “So… I’m unfired.”

Orin pumped his eyebrows. “That appears to be the case.”

“... Cool.” Remus left the room, following his charge. He suspected he would need to have another conversation with Orin at some point, but it was clear he didn’t want to have that conversation then.

“Um, Iris, I appreciate what you did,” Remus said, rushing to catch up to her.

“You don’t need to thank me,” she said.

“No, that’s not… I mean, are you really okay with this? I know you didn’t tell Orin about my … condition, but if he finds out…” Iris stopped, spinning on her heels.

“I didn’t tell Orin because it’s none of his business,” she said sharply, jabbing him with a finger. Remus looked around, confirming no one was around to overhear her. “Look, don’t get so stressed, alright. I know about werewolves; I’ve read all about them. As long as you don’t lose control when you transform, you're safe to be around.”

“That’s not the only problem. But if people find out, they might not like it and then-”

“They can like it or suck my dick.” Remus looked down reflexively. “It’s an expression, Muscles. I don’t have a dick.”

“... right. Um… you really don’t mind?” Iris looked at him oddly, her normally stern expression giving way to something gentler. She came closer to him, resting her hand on his cheek.

“I don’t. I actually think it’s kind of cool. I thought you were just a giant pile of muscles, but you’re more interesting than that,” Iris smirked, slapping his cheek gently. “You’re so sappy. Like a giant puppy.”

Remus levelled her with a flat look. “Woof.”

“Oooh. Does Puppy want a treat?” Iris asked. “Well, maybe if you’re good.”

“I’m not going to let you break your dad’s rules for a snack,” Remus said, rolling his eyes.

Iris’s eyes glistened with amusement. “I wasn’t talking about food.”

“Then what were you talking about?” Iris’s smile faltered.

“You’re an idiot.”

“Hey!”

***

Orin had requested Azula’s presence, summoning her to his study. He was sitting behind his desk, looking very intimidating. Despite Iris’ reassurances, Azula was afraid that Orin had somehow found out about her involvement in the original plan to kidnap Iris. “Thanks for coming. I understand you’re a powerful mage?”

“Um… I guess…”

“Good. I’m looking to hire a new bodyguard for Orin. You’ve already proved you can do the job. Are you interested?” 

Azula was alone for the first time in years. With both her teammates arrested, she was now a solo mage. This city had no guilds, so there was no way to find a new team either. She was truly alone. She had never given much thought to what she would do if she found herself alone before. She always assumed she would be with Team Blazing Steel forever. Was it a good idea to take the first job that came along? “What about Remus?”

“He’s … continuing his contract,” Orin said. “You’d be working together. Considering recent events, I think a second bodyguard may be wise.”

Azula didn’t know what she wanted to do in the long term. She was in an unfamiliar country, with unfamiliar people. She didn’t want to lock into the first job she was offered, but at the same time she liked working with Remus. Also, she needed the money. It’s not like I have to do this forever. She smiled. “I’ll do it.”


Chapter 14: The Clothes Shop

Iris took Remus back to the clothes shop. After being set on fire multiple times, his outfit was full of holes and covered in burns. He owned only one more set of clothes, literally. Fortunately, Casil had nearly finished the clothes for Remus. Only the final adjustments still needed doing.

Remus had never had custom-made clothing before. He didn’t realise that the process involved wearing a nearly finished version of the clothes. He also didn’t realise just how many pins and needles would be stuck through the fabric as Casil made tiny adjustments.

“Please stay still; I’m more likely to stab you if you move than if you just stay still,” Casil said for the fifth time. Each time he said it, he got a little more annoyed.

“Are you sure there is no other way to do this?” Remus asked. He scrunched his eyes shut, then opened them when he felt a needle graze him.

“Yes,” Casil said.

“I can’t believe you’re afraid of needles,” Iris said, eyes sparkling with mirth. Her outfit was a little different from what she had worn so far. She was wearing a corset that pushed up her breasts, showing they were a lot bigger than Remus initially thought, and a short skater skirt over torn fishnets. Remus didn’t know what prompted her to wear such an uncovering outfit in such cold weather, but he didn’t comment. He didn’t dislike the outfit. “You literally ran through fire, but a sharp stick is scary?”

“You wouldn’t be laughing if I got stabbed by a spear,” Remus countered. His breath hitched as Casil put another pin in over his arm. Iris looked very unimpressed with the comparison. “They’re both sharp sticks.”

“They are very similar,” Iris said sarcastically. “I don’t know what I would do if a man rushed me with a needle. It’d be horrifying.”

“Shut up.”

“You shut up.”

“No, you shut up!”

“No, you shut up!”

“Both of you shut up,” Casil shouted, hands straight at his sides. “This is delicate work, and I can’t focus while listening to your endless bickering.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah, Remus is very sorry. That was immature of him,” Iris said. Remus glowered at her when he saw her shit-eating grin. “Isn’t that right, Mr Bodyguard?”

“You started it,” Remus replied. He felt the response was very mature.

“I couldn’t help myself. You make it so easy to make fun of you.”

“Stop it.”

“Make me.”

“Oh, for Mene’s sake,” Casil said. He pulled out a pin. “Can you 2 please flirt later?”

“Flirt?” Remus looked at Casil in shock, then at Iris, who looked very amused. We weren’t flirting, were we? He turned away from her quickly. “We’ll stay quiet.”

Remus was looking away, so he couldn’t see Iris’s expression. But he could have sworn she sounded disappointed when she said, “Whatever.”

***

“So, how do you like your new clothes?” Iris asked. They had just left the clothes store, leaving behind an irate Casil. Despite their promise to stop, they had continued bickering. It was a cold night, with snow slowly drifting down from the ever-present clouds.

“They’re soft,” Remus said, feeling the material. “Is this strong enough to fight in?”

“Probably not,” Iris admitted. “But it looks good on you. Go ahead, give me a spin.” Iris was a little surprised when Remus actually complied. “Very nice.”

She had gone with a snow-white tunic and black trousers, both made of thick wool. She was a little worried it would be itchy, but so far Remus didn’t seem bothered. “Thank you for buying me this. You really didn’t have to.”

“You saved me,” Iris said. “I was like a heroine in a cheap novel, watching you fight to protect me while I couldn’t do anything.”

“Strength isn’t everything,” Remus said. His expression looked pained again, the same way he looked when he talked about his past.

“You were very brave with the needles too.” Remus grimaced at the reminder.

“Do I have to do that every time?”

“No, don’t worry. Now that he’s got a base model, he should be able to work on that unless you change size or want something custom made,” Iris reassured. “You really are bad with needles, huh? I thought you were going to fur up right there in the store.”

“I’m not that bad,” Remus said, looking away. Iris laughed; it was funny seeing such a large man have such a silly phobia.

“Shame. If you were afraid, I was going to give you a kiss for being brave,” Iris said, biting her lip. Remus turned back to her, lips slightly parted in surprise. “But you weren’t afraid, so there’s no point!” Remus frowned, rolling his eyes. “Hey, eye-rolling is my thing!”

“You can’t own a gesture,” Remus said.

“I can, and I do, so don’t do it again.” Remus rolled his eyes again. Iris put her hands on her hips, huffing. “I saw that.”

“Saw what?”

“Don’t play innocent. Bad puppy, bad!” She wagged her finger in his face like he really was a misbehaving dog.

Remus growled at her, stepping towards her so he could tower over her fully. “What are you going to do about it?”

So big. Iris swallowed, the feeling of being a damsel returning. She kind of liked it. She put her hands behind her back, thrusting her chest out and smiling sweetly. She twisted back and forth on the spot. “What do you want me to do, Muscles?” His eyes slipped down to her chest for just a second. He quickly met her eyes again. Guess he’s not as clueless as he pretends to be.

He cleared his throat. “Where do you want to go next?”

We’re done? Iris was disappointed, but then again, they were in public. Maybe she was being a little too forward. “There’s not exactly a lot of places to go,” she said, gesturing to the empty street. “Anywhere catch your eye?”

Remus pointed at the cafe. “I’ve never been there before.”

“Oh, I guess you haven’t,” Iris said. It was the town’s only cafe. It was old too, predating Lilith by over 400 years. “Do you like old cafes?”

Remus shrugged. “I’ve not been to enough to form an opinion.”

Iris started walking towards it. “There’s no time like the present.”


Chapter 15: Enemy Plans

Orin pulled out his Homing Diary, dipping his pen into the inkwell. He wrote quickly and concisely. The message he had to send was important, and the Homing Diary would copy it to its twin, allowing his companion to read it immediately no matter where they were. He had waited until the house was empty, not wanting Iris or anyone else to discover what he was up to.

Another attack has been thwarted. They are becoming bolder with each passing day. I am requesting additional funding to ensure the protection of the subject. Additionally, I now have a name. Caius is the one who sent the attackers; allegedly he is impersonating a member of our order using a temple on the outskirts of Icereach as his base.

Orin waited. He knew it wouldn’t be long. The companion to this diary was monitored closely by a member of his organisation. The reply started to appear; the letters forming one after the other as if they were being written in front of him.

Additional funding unavailable. Other agents are also experiencing increased attacks. We will send a team to try to capture Caius, although he has likely already moved on. The members at Icereach report no issues, so it is likely he has taken up residence in the abandoned temple.

Orin sighed. He had suspected this would be the result. He had come to this town hoping the remote location would offer him protection. It had worked for several years, but now it seemed his time was up. The odds of his men catching Caius were very low; there was no way he would stay in the same location after his men were captured.

***

Gretel’s attempts to free them had all failed. Her captors were too smart, and without her wand she couldn’t use her magic. Even when they were loaded into the caged cart, she couldn’t do anything.

They had been trundling along for hours. She didn’t know exactly how long. They had left at night, and it was still dark, so it couldn’t have been a full day yet. They weren’t far enough south to get the long night. The road was quiet. Banks of snow on either side showed that someone had bothered to clear it, although they hadn’t done a very good job.

Their jailor was a stoic man named Jared. He wore a crescent moon necklace, marking him as a devotee of Mene, but he was unsympathetic when they tried to explain they were working in her name.

“Caius is a fake priest,” he said, not even looking back at her. “You were fooled. I’m sorry, but that is no excuse for criminal activity.”

Gretel tried to stand, but her chains meant she couldn’t reach her full height. “No, Caius will vouch for us; we did nothing wrong.”

Jared laughed at her. “Explain it to Darkheart. I’m sure he’ll be very sympathetic.”

“You’re in league with them too, aren’t you? You’re a villain?”

Jared laughed again. “You got me. I’m the terrible villain who takes criminals to the local lord so they can receive a fair trial. Truly, I’m the most evil of them all.” The cart came to an abrupt stop. “What’s wrong, horsey? Why’d you stop?” A shadowy creature tackled Jared, pinning him to the ground. “What in Gai’s pits is this?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t have any witnesses,” the shadowy creature said, baring its teeth. Jared screamed as it slashed his neck. He bled profusely, then he fell silent. The shadows faded, revealing the smiling face of Caius. “I have come to save you in your hour of need.”

“Caius. Thank Mene, we were captured by heretics. They claimed you were a fake priest, but we knew they were wrong, didn’t we, Bert?” Gretel turned to her companion. He didn’t look nearly as excited as she thought he would.

“Did you really need to kill him?” Bert asked.

“Why are you complaining? He said so himself; he was a villain. Killing villains isn’t evil,” Gretel said. Bert looked at her strangely. She gave him her signature smile, hoping to reassure him, yet somehow this only seemed to agitate him more. “Is something wrong, Bert?”

Bert looked down at his shackled hands. “... no.”

Caius retrieved the key from the corpse. He opened the door of their carriage, climbing in. “Fear not. I shall free you both. Though I must ask, what happened to your third companion?”

“Azula betrayed us,” Gretel spat. “She somehow convinced herself that Iris wasn’t a Stygian, but I know the truth.”

Caius looked at her searchingly. “Indeed. But I must say I’m still surprised you failed. Was Iris very powerful?”

Gretel helped him free her, then stood up, stretching happily. “Hm, oh, no, she didn’t use her dark powers.”

“Ah, so it was her guardian who proved dangerous. Orin was his name, I believe.” He freed Bert, who climbed out of the carriage.

“No. I don’t think that was his name. We fought a werewolf,” Gretel said. Caius looked at her curiously.

“A werewolf? How queer. I was unaware of any packs in the area.” He rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “What sort of abilities did he possess?”

“Nothing unusual. He had claws and stuff, but mostly he was just a dumb brute.”

“Surely. However, I am concerned. It seems she has recruited others for her dark mission.” Caius approached the horse, stroking it. The animal stayed passive. It hadn’t moved since he had arrived.

The horse must recognise he’s a good person, Gretel thought happily. “So what’s the plan? Are you able to help us?”

“Me?” Caius seemed amused by the question. “Perhaps. For now, we should focus on you 2. It seems you’ve lost your wand, Gretel.”

“Are we giving up?” Bert asked. If Gretel didn’t know any better, she’d think he wanted to give up.

“Perish the thought,” Caius said. “No, this is only a minor setback. We merely need to be more… creative. I may be able to provide you aid, but it’s important that you’re strong enough to do your part.”


Chapter 16: The Ice Cafe

The Ice Cafe was the oldest and only surviving cafe in Sunmiss City. The support beams held up a ceiling that was too low for Remus to stand up straight, and all the furniture looked ancient. The chairs creaked suspiciously when he sat down, as if they would break at any moment. There was a fire on each side of the cafe, with nooks next to them. Blankets and cushions were available if it got particularly cold, making for a cosy atmosphere.

Iris chose a seat near the fire; Remus sat by a large frosted window. Iris fetched them a matched pair of hot chocolates, a local delicacy she claimed helped deal with the heat. Remus wasn’t sure if this was true, but the taste was nice. Sweet and smooth on the tongue.

“Do you come here often?” Remus asked.

“To one of the 2 hospitality centres in the town I’ve spent all my life in?” Iris asked faux-innocently. “No, not really.”

“Yeah, that was a dumb question.” Remus sipped his hot chocolate. “It is nice, though. Cosy.”

“It’s nicer than camping in the mines, I’ll give them that.” Iris held her hands out to the fire, warming herself.

“I’ve never been to a place like this before.” Remus paused, looking up. “Or at least, not for a very long time. I might have when I was a child before my village was attacked.”

“Is that when you…” Iris looked around. The cafe was quiet, but she didn’t want to risk the owner overhearing. In a town like this, no one can keep a secret for long. “... changed?”

“Yes. My village was attacked; after that, a man named Lorcan took me in. We lived off the land, never stopping anywhere for very long.” Remus smiled wistfully. “It was fun sometimes, but it meant I never got to call anywhere home.”

“So you travelled too much, while I never travelled at all,” Iris said. She snorted. “We make quite a pair, don’t we?”

“I guess we do.” They fell into amicable silence, the only sound the crackling of the fire and the sipping of their drinks.

The doors flew open, and Azula rushed over to them. “There you are.”

“You were hunting us?” Remus asked.

“Again?” Iris added with a snigger.

“There’s something we need to talk about.” Azula took a seat, accepting an offered blanket. “So you remember when I was trapped in Gretel’s barrier.” Iris nodded, while Remus stayed silent. He had only been filled in after the fact. “When that happened, the barriers disappeared. I didn’t break them, it would’ve looked different. And she didn’t dismiss them.”

Remus waited patiently for her to finish explaining. Azula looked excited, like she had just told them something very significant, but Remus had no idea what it was. And from the look on Iris’s face, she didn’t either.

“Where are you going with this?” Iris eventually asked.

“Oh, right, well… If I didn’t do it, and Gretel didn’t do it, and Remus couldn’t have, then that leaves Iris and Bert. But Bert wouldn’t help me, and he’s a ki-user anyway, so there’s no way he could have helped at that distance.”

Iris frowned. “You think I did something.”

“I know you said you’re not the Stygian, and I don’t think you’re lying per se. But maybe you just never noticed,” Azula said.

“How could I possibly not know?”

“If the magic powers it gives you are subtle, you might never notice. Stuff like seeing monsters other people can’t,” Azula said. “Caius told us that Stygians are types of monsters that possess their victims. In most cases, they’re not strong enough, so they lose control of their bodies, but what if you are strong enough? He said that in that case, you’d be able to consciously access its powers.”

“It’s obviously a lie,” Iris said, leaning back in her seat. “There’s no way I could be strong enough to control a monster but also too weak to use any magic.”

“It would be odd…” Azula tapped her lips with her finger. “Especially because you’d think that you would remember something as traumatic as being possessed. Caius said you stole the monster to use it as a weapon, but that got me thinking about this rumour I heard once about how if a child is possessed, they’ll naturally become immune to the effect over time. Maybe there’s some truth to that.”

“You think my father stole it?” Iris said, scrunching her eyebrows up.

“That’s ridiculous. There’s no way Orin would-”

“It would actually explain a lot,” Iris cut in. “My father’s a spell-sword; he can use magic and ki, but he always refused to teach me. If he was worried I had a monster in me, that would make sense. And also why these people would be after me. My father’s wealthy, but not enough to be worth all this trouble just to kidnap me.”

“So, what do we do?” Remus asked. Iris and Azula shared a look. It was like they were having a psychic conversation, deciding what to do without ever consulting Remus.

“I think it’s time to find out what secrets my father is keeping from me.”


Chapter 17: Thieves in the Night

Iris returned home at exactly 10pm, as promised. She went to bed shortly before midnight, her bodyguards mirroring her actions. She knew from experience that Orin would not go to sleep before the early hours. Orin never slept much, waking up before 6 every day despite falling asleep so late. This left them with a small window of time.

Remus hated doing this. It felt like a betrayal. But Iris had a right to know what she was. So they met outside Orin’s study. Remus had let his eyes shift, improving his night vision. As soon as they arrived, Remus picked the lock with ease born of practice. Iris gave him an interested look as he worked. He knew she would want to talk about this later.

“What are we looking for?” Remus opened the door, stepping inside. He half expected some sort of magical alert to go off, but nothing happened. Orin was a wealthy man, but his security would never compare to that of a city’s vault. Once everyone was inside, they closed the door. Azula created a small fire at her fingertip, acting as a makeshift lantern.

“Anything about me or the Stygians. If my father has anything, it’ll be in here. He spends almost all day here, and he’s really touchy about anyone going through his books. He won’t even get a servant.” Remus got to work.

Orin had a bookcase. Remus remembered thinking it odd, as he already had a library and the library had bookshelves with nothing on them. He started sifting through the books, reading only the titles in the low light. Despite his hopes, nothing seemed particularly interesting. It was mostly books about Radiant magic, and the history of the Order of the Radiant Night. Remus wasn’t very interested in either topic, so moved on quickly.

“I found something,” Azula said. In her non-burning hand, she was holding a book. “It’s a Homing Diary.” Seeing that neither Iris nor Remus had any idea what she was talking about, she explained. “It’s a magic communication device. Anything that’s written in one is mirrored to its twin. They’re really expensive.”

“What’s it say?” Iris asked. Azula opened it, flicking through the pages.

“It’s talking about protecting something. They keep referring to it as the subject.”

Iris joined her, taking the book to read it. “The subject is showing no signs of possession. It appears she is fully immune, unlike the others,” Iris read aloud. She grimaced. “Am I the subject?”

Iris kept reading, growing more agitated as she went. “I can’t believe this. I’m- I’m an experiment. They put this thing in me, and now they’re seeing how I’ll react to it.”

“That’s not necessarily what this says. It could be you’re a patient that Orin’s taking care of,” Azula said. “The language is similar.”

“Then why wouldn’t he tell me that?” Iris asked. Azula didn’t have an answer. “I can’t believe this. All this time, he’s been lying to me.”

***

“So, the owner of this shop is evil?” Bert asked. They were in Icereach, having travelled there after Caius freed them. He had shown them a shop with a back entrance that was unguarded at night. The cloudy night meant they had almost perfect cover of darkness.

“Huh? Oh, well, Caius said he’s shady, so it’s okay,” Gretel said. Caius had somehow obtained a key for the back door, but refused to join them. He said he had other things that needed to be done for the plan. They walked in casually. “Besides, this is important. We need this stuff if we’re going to slay that werewolf.”

Gretel hadn’t recovered her wand. It wasn’t in the carriage, so it was likely that Orin had kept it. This meant she was near-defenceless. A mage who can’t use magic is a pedestrian. Bert didn’t have his club either, but this wasn’t such a big deal. He was still strong.

The shop they were robbing was a silversmith's. Most of the store was filled with jewellery and other meaningless trinkets. They ignored them all. They were there for something specific: the silver wand. It looked the same as Gretel’s precious wand; a long stick covered in runes with a star at the end. The appearance was the same, but the difference in power was like night and day. Gretel was practically vibrating with excitement when she saw it.

“It’s locked,” Bert said, gesturing to the padlock sealing the glass case. “Do you know how to pick locks?”

“No. What kind of heroine picks locks?” Gretel demanded.

The type that breaks into shops in the night. Bert shrugged, grabbing a silver club. Might as well. We’re already stealing.

“Caius didn’t mention a lock on the display,” Gretel said. She stopped, thinking intently. “We can’t waste time.” She smashed the glass, then grabbed the wand. “Run!”


Chapter 18: Urgent Business

Orin called everyone into his study the next day. Azula felt like she was getting scolded by one of the priests of Mene for taking too many sweets. She could tell Iris didn’t feel the same way. She stood tall, with her arms crossed and eyes narrowed. It was as if she were daring Orin to say something. Remus looked outwardly calm, managing to look surprisingly innocent for someone who only the night before had been skulking around the very room they were in.

“Thank you for coming. I have something I need to talk to you all about,” Orin said. He was sitting behind his desk, arms resting on the wood. “I’m going to leave for a few days.”

“Huh?” Iris verbalised the question everyone wanted to ask.

“I’m afraid I have some urgent business in Icereach. I’ll pack my stuff- then be off this afternoon. If I get good conditions, I should be there and back overmorrow morning. Or the day after at worst.”

“What kind of business?” Iris asked.

Orin waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing to concern yourself with. What matters is that while I’m away, Remus and Azula keep a close eye on you. This recent attack shows just how much danger Iris is in. I’m trusting you both to keep her safe. She should never be alone.”

“Joy,” Iris muttered.

“I know it’s uncomfortable. But it’ll only be 2 or 3 days,” Orin said. “Once I’m back, things can return to normal.”

Azula suspected Iris wasn’t very pleased to think about getting back to normal. Although it might have been her general anger at what she had learnt the previous night. “We’ll take care of her, don’t worry, sir,” Azula said.

“Yeah, it’ll be fine,” Remus said.

Orin nodded. “Right, dismissed. I have a lot of packing to do, so I need to get started. I’ll pop in to say goodbye before I go.”

***

“Do you think he’s onto us?” Remus asked once they were alone. They had settled in the library. It was at the end of a long hallway, so they would hear if Orin came towards them long before he arrived, probably.

“If that was the case, why’d he leave?” Iris asked. “If anything, this confirms we got away with it. It’s good news.”

“Oh, cool.” Remus leaned back, relaxing. “I was kind of worried there.”

“Do you think we should check out the study again once he’s gone?” Azula asked.

“I doubt we’d find anything we didn’t the first time. He’s not going to leave incriminating evidence just lying around,” Iris said. She leaned her head over the back of the chair. “But this is an opportunity. For once, father won’t be watching me so closely. We need to do something with that.”

“Well, we know roughly what you can do. Maybe we should try to help you learn to use your magic.” Azula leaned forward. “We couldn’t if Orin was watching, but I can probably help you learn the basics at least.”


Chapter 19: Training

“Alright, class, so today we’re going to learn all about magic,” Azula said. They had gathered in the garden, using the clearing between the trees as a training ground. The first lesson was planned for an hour after Orin left, to be sure he wouldn’t return for some reason and see what they were doing.

“We’re not a class. I’m the only student,” Iris said, amused. Remus was standing off to the side by a tree, since he could already use basic magic.

Azula grinned. “Now, class, the first step of using magic is learning to sense your mana. Technically, everyone can already sense mana, both their own and others, to some base extent. The hard part is getting this sense to a usable state.” Azula approached Iris. “Close your eyes. I’m going to cast a spell on you. I want you to try to sense it.”

Iris did what she asked obediently. Azula was a fire mage, but she trusted she wouldn’t burn her. She felt warmth on her chest. “I feel heat.”

“That’s just a side effect. Try to sense the mana.”

“How do I do that?”

“It’s hard to explain. It’s like telling someone how to move their arm. All I can really say is relax, and let your mind wander,” Azula instructed. Iris didn’t find her answer very satisfying but did as she asked. She meditated.

The trick with meditation isn’t to try to not think. When Iris tried to do this, she would inevitably think about not thinking. Instead, she acknowledged any stray thoughts, then let them go. She did this, focusing on breathing slowly and steadily. Azula’s warming magic was actually quite pleasant, especially as it was so cold outside.

There. It was only a flash, but Iris felt something. It was a sudden flash of awareness, so brief, she wasn’t even sure if she really felt it. The feeling of 2 types of something rubbing against each other. Iris opened her eyes. “I got it.”

“Already?” Azula and Remus shared a look. “Woah. Okay, time for stage 2, I guess. Aura. I’m going to bear down on you with my magical aura. It’ll make you feel intimidated, but don’t worry, I’m not actually going to attack you. When you feel your mana, I want you to push back at my aura with it.”

“Push back?”

“Just… imagine the mana leaving your body. And try to feel strong. Mana responds to emotions; if you’re not confident, you’ll be weak. Are you ready?” Iris nodded, closing her eyes again. “How’s that feel?”

“I don’t feel anything?” Iris said.

“Maybe I’m being too gentle; I’ll try more power.” Iris felt a sudden tension, like she was a mouse staring at a tiger. She started sweating despite the cold, her body shaking. “Resist it. You’re strong. You don’t have to-”

Iris fell backwards. Her body moved without her permission, fleeing the monster before her. Then, suddenly, the sensation vanished. “Ah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to-”

“It’s my fault. You were doing really good, so I pushed too hard,” Azula said, raising a hand to stop her.

“I’ll say.” Remus shook like a dog. The feeling of terror was passing, but Iris was still panting with fear.

“We’ll go again, but this time I’ll raise the power slowly,” Azula promised. “If it gets too much, just say, and I’ll draw it back in. Let me know when you’re ready.”

Iris still didn’t feel completely calm. Get over it. You’ll never get stronger if you act like a wuss, Iris thought. She took a step towards Azula, then closed her eyes. “Okay… let’s do this.”

Azula revved her aura again. Like before, Iris couldn’t sense it at first. Then she started feeling the telltale pressure growing. She felt her own mana pushing against it and tried to will it towards her. It disappeared like smoke. Iris frowned, trying again, but this time it wouldn’t move at all. Damn it. Do something.

She felt her mana darken. Suddenly, her grip on it felt so much more solid. She could feel it condensing in her hand. Feeling more confident, she shot it forward like an arrow straight at Azula. “Ah! What the hell?”

Iris opened her eyes. Azula was holding her shoulder, blood dripping between her fingers. “Oh, Mene above, did I do that?”

“Duh!” Azula removed her hand. “Why did you manifest?”

“I didn’t think I was. I was just trying to push my aura like you said.” Iris didn’t even know what manifesting meant. She stepped towards Azula, hands raised uncertainly to help. “Let’s go inside. We have bandages and potions.”


Chapter 20: Icereach

Icereach was outside the radius of Lilith’s curse, but that by no means meant it was warm. It was still in the Frozen South. On either side of the roads great banks of snow boxed pedestrians in, having been pushed to the side to let carts through. The city was larger than one might expect considering its climate; the reason for this was its abundant resources. The nearby woods were an excellent source of timber, and the mines a good source of various valuable metals, including silver.

This was reflected in the city. The houses were almost exclusively wood cabins, made with thick logs cut from trees that were older than the city itself. Locals could tell who had money at a glance. Anyone with wealth wore silver jewellery. Lord Darkheart’s knights could be easily identified by the ornate brooches they wore, shaped like a heart with half of it coloured black and the other half glistening silver. Orin noticed that the number of knights Darkheart had in his employ had increased drastically. Even just entering the city, he saw several marching about. Those who wore silver seemed pleased to see them, while those who didn’t tensed and stopped what they were doing, no matter how innocent it might seem.

Orin didn’t concern himself with this. Lord Darkheart was not who he was there to see. He went straight to meet his ally at their base, the Radiant temple. Or more accurately, the charred remains of it. The whole thing had gone up in smoke, the roof collapsing, leaving only a single wall standing.

“I don’t believe it. He really destroyed a temple, does he not fear Mene at all?” Orin muttered. His contact was sitting on the ground waiting for him, visibly distraught.

He was a dark elf named Zird. He was still dressed in his priestly robes, although Orin noticed that even what he was wearing showed signs of damage from the fire. He had a walking stick in one hand- the same one he had used since he injured his leg years ago, saving Orin’s life. “Zird, my friend, are you okay?”

Zird stood up when he approached, looking haunted. He grabbed Orin’s wrist, shaking it briefly. “I am uninjured. We both managed to get out safely, and are staying at a nearby inn.”

“Do you think-”

“He knew what she was. We tried to fight, but he was so strong. If the Dark Knights hadn’t arrived, we never would have got away,” Zird said. Even with his leg injury, Zird was no pushover. Anyone who overwhelmed him would have to be a skilled fighter. “I didn’t want to believe it, but it’s the only explanation. He’s hunting them.”

Orin swallowed. Several of his comrades had already gone missing. He had been holding onto the vain hope that the attacks would prove to be unrelated. “What happened to him?”

“He escaped. The Dark Knights injured him, but this won’t be the end of it. He was remarkably powerful. My sword couldn’t cut through his shadows.” Zird shivered at the memory. “We need to do something. Change tactics. Even if we all fought together, we are not strong enough to oppose him.”

“Calm down. It can’t be that bad; he’s still a man. He can be beaten,” Orin said, trying to calm down his companion.

“For now. But if he keeps going, who’s to say?” Orin felt a twisting nervousness in his gut.

“I left Iris with 2 bodyguards; they’re highly capable. They will be able to protect her.”

“I hope you’re right,” Zird said. “But now isn’t the time to test that theory. The others will be arriving soon. When they do, we need to take action. Leafia’s abilities include tracking; if we all work together, we can catch this bastard and put him down for good.”

***

Azula’s arm was healing well. Iris’s potions were high quality, and Orin had stockpiled enough for a siege. Iris said he wouldn’t notice if a few went missing. Azula had explained that Iris’s attack had actually been incredibly slow; the only reason it hit was because Azula never thought she would be able to do it. Normally, potential mages get stuck on aura summoning for weeks or even longer before they can manifest any actual spells.

They gathered in the garden once again. This time, Remus had set up various logs stabbed into the ground to serve as targets.

“Okay. So you’ve learnt a spell; that weird arrow thing you did seemed powerful, but it’s useless if your accuracy is no good,” Azula said. “I want you to try to hit these targets one after the other. Training-wise, all I can say is try to feel where the arrows are coming from and adjust your body accordingly.”

Iris looked at the targets nervously. “What if I hit someone again?”

“That’s why we’re going to be way over there.” Azula pointed at a nearby tree. “If you hurt yourself, scream, but otherwise we’ll be hiding.”

Iris smiled without joy. “Such an inspirational teacher.”

“Most teachers don’t get stabbed by their students.” Azula took her position behind the tree. Remus stayed with Iris.

“Aren’t you afraid?”

Remus snorted, rolling his eyes. “I have ki. I doubt you could hurt me even if you tried.”

“Men.” Iris scoffed. “Always trying to prove how tough you are.” Despite her words, she was glad to have Remus nearby. When she hit Azula the other day, she didn’t do much damage, hitting her arm. But if she had hit her chest, things could have been much worse. Iris didn’t want to play around with something so dangerous without any supervision.

She looked at the targets, trying to feel her mana the same way she had before. It felt ethereal, refusing to solidify no matter how much she willed it. She frowned, moving her arms to try to shift it, but nothing happened. Remus shook his head.

“It won’t come if you’re afraid of it,” he said. “You need to control it. Your will is what matters.” Iris tried to follow his advice, focusing on strong thoughts. She tried to imagine herself as having complete control, but it still refused her.

“I can’t do it. Maybe I should go back to aura summoning,” Iris complained. She had been practicing with her aura. She had got used to feeling it consistently and with less focus.

“No.” Remus took her hand, holding it softly. “You can already sense your aura. There’s no point.” He turned her hand up. “I won’t let you get hurt. Put your aura in the palm of your hand. The shape doesn’t matter.”

“You’re not even a real mage and you’re giving me advice.” Remus had explained that while he could use magic items, he never managed to manifest. Ki and mana don’t mix well, so spell-swords are very rare. Iris did what he asked. Remus’s hand under hers felt strong and stable. Like an anchor ensuring she wouldn’t go adrift. Her mana swirled, flowing like water down a drain to the palm of her hand. She watched in awe as it slowly formed into an inky black ball in the middle of her palm. “Cool.”

Remus took his hand away. The ball wobbled, but with a little focus she was able to stabilise it. “Throw it.”

Iris did as he asked, rearing her hand back and launching it at the target. She missed. She wasn’t even close. It popped like a soap bubble when it hit the ground. “Don’t laugh.”

“I’m not,” Remus said, smiling supportively. “You did really well for your first time. I never could use actual spells, so you’re already better than me.”

Iris grinned, feeling a little better about her performance. She held out her hand, trying to replicate what she had felt the first time. It took a moment, but another inky black ball formed in her palm.

“Is she doing it?” Azula asked, poking her head out from behind the tree.

“Sort of. She’s making black balls now,” Remus shouted back. Azula came out from behind the trees.

“How’s her aim?”

“Atrocious,” Iris replied before Remus could say anything. “But they don’t seem to be very dangerous, look.”

Iris dropped the ball. Once again, it popped when it touched the ground. Azula looked at it oddly. “Weird, the arrow was much more dangerous than that.”

Iris shrugged. “The balls are fine for now. I’m not sure I want to risk stabbing someone before I get this under control.”

“I wonder…” Azula came closer to her. “Make another ball.” Iris complied. Azula made a flame in her hand, holding it out to the ball. The flame was sucked into it as if pulled by a vacuum. “I knew it. You’re countering other spells. The balls are harmless because they’re anti-magic. Damn, that’s super rare.”

“Anti-magic, huh.” Iris waved the ball around; it stuck to her palm. “That’s cool.”

“You must’ve used it against Gretel before. That’s why her barriers disappeared.”

“But Gretel’s an experienced mage. How could I be stronger than her?”

“You’re not, at least not necessarily. Once a spell is cast, it needs maintenance. If you disrupted the flow, it could’ve been enough to break the spell even though you’re weaker,” Azula explained. Iris looked at the orb again. If Azula was right, she would be able to counter even experienced mages with her spells.

“Sublime.”


Chapter 21: Lord Darkheart

The other members arrived later that same day. The original plan was to launch an attack on Caius by themselves, but after speaking with Zird they weren’t so confident they would win. He clearly had underlings serving him. They couldn’t risk coming at him with insufficient power.

Lord Darkheart had the greatest fighting force in western Necrum. As the mayor of Sunmiss City, Orin had the authority to request a meeting with him.

Lord Darkheart’s castle was magnificent. Built on top of a natural hill, it overlooked the whole city with sheer cliffs on 3 sides. To reach it, one had to first climb a long series of steps, each one so high that many peasants had to stop halfway up due to exhaustion. At the top, they found a large grey stone keep. High-quality stone wasn’t abundant in the area, so the former lord had imported it from Nexus to get the strength he wanted. The cost had been exuberant, but the desired effect was achieved.

Orin had to crane his head back to see the top of the castle; each sheer wall was perfectly smooth, making climbing them all but impossible. The gates were enormous, heavy timber doors, each requiring 2 men to open it. Going inside, there was a large snow-covered courtyard. Paths had been dug around the perimeter and between each of the entrances to the various rooms in the castle.

Orin was guided by a soldier into the main audience chamber. It was surprisingly modest considering the rest of the castle, a small hall with a throne-like chair and several long tables for banqueting. Lord Darkheart was sitting on his throne, looking down at Orin as he entered. He had an attendant at his side, as well as a cupbearer.

Lord Darkheart was the cousin of Queen Vael, in charge of overseeing the western out-shoot of the country. He dressed like a warrior, wearing armour even to an audience, as if he was expecting to be attacked at any moment. Orin didn’t miss the weapon resting at the side of the throne, or the many guards scattered around the room either. This was a paranoid man.

He greeted Orin with a scowl, but Orin knew better than to take it personally. Lord Darkheart’s permanent scowl was legendary, with some saying he was born with it. Orin never believed these rumours, but now that he was finally meeting the man, he had his doubts. He didn’t have a single smile line, despite being well over 100.

“Orin of Sunmiss City, you’ve finally requested a meeting with me. Here I was thinking you had no interest in politics,” Darkheart said. He spoke coldly, his voice sharp. Orin had been mayor for 3 years already, but Darkheart had never requested to meet him, so he never reached out. He knew Darkheart thought of Sunmiss City as an afterthought, a once great city that had been reduced to little more than a mine. As long as the deliveries of crystallised mana arrived on time, he did not care what happened in such a remote area. It was for this reason that the people were allowed to elect their own mayor, rather than having a lesser lord assigned to rule over them like a more noteworthy city.

“I have your lordship. I thank you for seeing me, especially on such short notice.” Orin bowed slowly.

Darkheart raised a hand, indicating he should stand up. “You said the matter was urgent.”

“It is. I’m sorry to report that there have been several attacks of late, both in my city-” Darkheart sneered when Orin referred to his territory as a city “-and in your own great lands. I’m sure you heard about the fire at the Radiant Temple.”

“I have. My advisors have assured me it is an internal matter. I do not stick my nose into religious disputes. Such things are the domain of priests.” He sounded irritated when he said this. Orin was not surprised. Many nobles disliked the tendency of the temples to get involved in politics, yet at the same time demand they not be subjected to scrutiny from the nobility. The Order of the Radiant Night in particular had templars, a paramilitary that many saw as a potential enemy, although most individual temples had too few to pose any real threat.

“Normally I would praise your restraint. However, in this case, I think a different tack may be required.” Orin dared to meet his eyes. “I believe this criminal may be too powerful for us to bring to justice. We are formally requesting that you intervene.”

“That’s not a small request.”

“I am aware, your lordship. However, I fear that only your Dark Knights have the ability required to defeat this foe.” Orin hoped that a little flattery would butter him up. Looking at his indifferent expression, he suspected it had not worked.

“And the guilds have refused your request?”

“We… We do not think the guilds in this city have any adventurers powerful enough. Additionally, with the destruction of our temple, we find ourselves… less than fluid.”

Lord Darkheart steepled his fingers, looking down at Orin. “You have an unusual position in our society, don’t you?”

“How so, my lord?”

“Well, you’re both a mayor and a templar. I was led to believe that you had broken with the Order, yet here you are on their behalf. That’s unusual, don’t you think?”

Orin sucked on his lips. “It is rather. I think it is possible you were somewhat ill-informed as to the bylaws of the Order. While I am no longer an active member, the only way to quit is to be excommunicated.”

“I am aware of the bylaws,” Darkheart said, his voice ice cold. “I will consider your request.”

“My lord, I must stress the urgency of this situation.”

“If you wish for an immediate answer, then it will be no. If you wish to wait for me to consult my court, that answer may change. What is it you wish for, Templar?” Orin flinched back.

“I… May I wait here while you consult your court?”

“The guards will take you to an appropriate space.” Darkheart stood, leaving the room with a flourish of his cape. Orin bowed again as he left. A guard approached him.

“With me, sir.”


Chapter 22: The Dark Court

Lord Darkheart was never one to suffer fools lightly. Normally, a noble of his rank would have a large court filled with dozens of courtiers and assistants. Lord Darkheart did have some courtiers, but it was well known that in his court only 2 voices truly mattered.

The first was Sir Coldheart, his brother and a former priest of the Order of the Radiant Night. The exact circumstances of his time with the Order were hotly debated. Rumours swirled about exactly what led to his leaving, particularly as it was known he was excommunicated. He refused to comment whenever anyone asked, and no priest was willing to make an official comment, so the rumours stayed as little more than idle gossip. He wore priestly robes despite everything, although he had removed the holy symbols, replacing them with hearts signifying his lineage.

The other was Lady Darkclaw. She was his cousin and the head of the branch family. She was also the leader of the Dark Knights and considered one of the greatest ki users of her generation. Her reputation as a courtier was no less fearsome. In court she wore black ceremonial armour, designed for style rather than function. The metals were far too thin to stop a blade.

Lord Darkheart had summoned them to the map room. He had a map of the city and the surrounding area stretched over the table. “I think the answer is simple, my lord. The attack occurred in your city, against your citizens. To ignore it would signal that you are not enforcing order in your cities anymore,” Lady Darkclaw said.

“Should we also intervene in every family dispute and drunken brawl?” Sir Coldheart sneered. “The purpose of your knights is to protect your honourable self. The Order can handle their own problems.”

“The purpose of the Dark Knights is to ensure that justice is served throughout the realm,” Darkclaw said. “If you let such a flagrant attack go unpunished, it would be like lighting a signal to all the criminals in the world to gather here.”

“And if you intervene, you’ll be announcing to the world that you are subordinate to the Order of the Radiant Night. This is only the start, my lord. If you obey them now, they’ll only ask for more.”

Darkclaw rolled her eyes blatantly. “If they ask for more than his lordship is willing to give, he need only refuse.”

“The Order always asks for more,” Sir Coldheart snapped. “They are leeches. Once they’re on you, they suck and suck and they’re never full. They believe that they are the only true servants of Mene; naturally, in their minds, this puts them above you.”

Darkclaw looked at Darkheart, trying to get some gauge of how he felt about what he was hearing. The entire time they were arguing, he had been silent, not showing any emotion at all. It was as if he couldn’t even hear them. “At the end of the day, this is all about showing strength. If you refuse to fight, people will see it as a sign of weakness.”

It was a risky ploy. Darkheart hated any indication that he was weak. He had dismissed courtiers for much less direct comments in the past. But Darkclaw knew he wouldn’t do that to her.

Darkheart slammed his hands on the map, eyes burning with rage. “I have made my decision. There will be no further discussion. Prepare the men; we’re capturing this criminal.”

“But, my lord-”

“I said I’ve made my decision,” Darkheart said, levelling his brother with a firm glare. “Darkclaw, inform Orin of my decision.”

“As you wish, my lord.” Darkclaw smirked at Sir Coldheart. It was always good to get one over on him. “I’ll make the necessary arrangements.”

***

After it was decided that Darkheart would help, Darkclaw took Orin to a war room. She asked him all sorts of questions. Unfortunately, Orin was not able to give her many answers. He had talked with Azula at length, but she had only met Caius briefly and knew little of his abilities. Gretel and Bert’s escape suggested they would be working with him. Orin had information about them, at least.

Orin had offered to help. The Templars had gathered, and were ready to fight. But ultimately he was refused. The Dark Knights did not work with outside military forces. Darkclaw said they were the best of the best, so they did not need any assistance.

So, Orin returned to the inn with the others. He did not wish to risk leaving Iris alone any longer than he had to. With her bodyguards, she should theoretically be safe, but he would feel more comfortable if he went personally. So after explaining the situation to his allies, he set off on the return journey to Sunmiss City.

The journey was long and boring, but at least Orin had a carriage and a fresh horse. He sped down the road quickly, hail battering his face. The day was short this time of the year, gone minutes after it began. He was already back in darkness, making vision poor. The wind howled; the icy cold cut through his thick cloak.

His horse came to a sudden stop. Orin reared forward from the abrupt deceleration. “What’s the matter, boy? The road’s clear.” There were tall banks on either side of the road boxing them in, but the path forward was unobstructed. Only a thin layer of snow had settled on it since it was last cleared.

Before Orin settled in Sunmiss City, he had served as a templar for several years. His life was different from that of the priest. He had honed his instincts for combat through dozens of battles. He did pray regularly, but his focus was always on being able to defend himself and those around him. It was these honed instincts that told him to move.

He leapt from the carriage just in time to avoid a silver blade of light that sliced the top off the carriage. “Well, well, well, wha’ do we have here?” Bert asked, stepping out of the darkness.

“So my fears were true. You killed poor Jared,” Orin said. He drew his sword, the blade singing as it sliced through the air. “I’ll pray for his soul, but I won’t show you any mercy.”

“I’d expect nothing less from a villain like you,” Gretel cheered. Orin truly hated this woman. She seemed to take joy in cruelty in a way he simply couldn’t imagine. “Aw, what’s the matter? Are you so scared of facing our divine wrath you can’t speak anymore?”

Orin leapt forward, using a Ki Step to enhance his jump. He tried to separate Bert’s head from his body. The large brute was slow, but Gretel was not. She created a barrier, countering his blade with amazing speed.

“This new wand is awesome! I’m so glad we liberated it,” Gretel cheered.

“I thought we stole it,” Bert muttered. He drew back his club, aiming to crush Orin’s skull. Orin ki stepped away before he could.

“Stealing is what villains do. Heroes liberate items from evildoers,” Gretel said. She created another shimmering silver pane of light, sending it flying after Orin. He countered it, but another followed immediately after. He was forced onto the defensive, blocking and parrying endlessly.

“Kill me if you must, but do it silently. I do not deserve to be subjected to this inane form of torture,” Orin said. Gretel was fast and powerful, but she lacked skill. Her attacks were predictable and uninspired, focused on trying to overpower him. I can win this. I just need to wait for the right moment.

“Hey! Listenin’ to us ain’t no torture,” Bert complained. “We’re very inter-inter- we’re cool!”

Orin rolled his eyes at the ridiculous response. He slowly made his way forward, taking small steps as he approached. The idiotic duo were so focused on their conversation they somehow didn’t notice. When he was close enough, he activated his magic. Orin was better at creating magic traps than direct offense, but he could use it to supplement his abilities when needed. In this case, he shot a burst of snow at Gretel.

It was only a momentary distraction, but it was enough. Deflecting her latest attack, he aimed his sword at her throat, ready to end her life.

His sword never connected. He felt a piercing pain in his back, stealing his breath. Looking back, he saw a hooded man smiling at him. “Oh, did we not mention we made a new friend?” Gretel asked sweetly. Bert knocked the sword from his hand, the blade burying itself in the snowbank.

“Please… kill me, but let Iris live.”

Gretel laughed maniacally. “Don’t be silly! We’re not going to kill you. We’re the good guys. We’re arresting you!”


Chapter 23: Hiding in the Shadows

Lord Julius Darkheart was a leader of men first and foremost. His father, the first Lord Darkheart, had been the same way. He always led his troops personally in any major confrontation. He taught Julius that a good leader can never be seen to be idle.

Julius knew he was not the greatest warrior in the realm. Of the 100 Dark Knights, he knew at least 12 could defeat him in fair combat. He suspected several more could, but let him win out of respect. That’s why when Julius went to confront Caius, he made sure to come with more force than was required. Much more.

While Darkclaw was handling the city, he was leading 50 of his best soldiers to Caius. He refused Orin’s offer to provide aid with his own men; he did not wish to share his victory. He did not need a tracker anyway, because he already had one.

Sir Coldheart’s magic was not well suited to combat, but that did not mean it was useless. Darkheart wouldn’t have made him such a high-ranking advisor just because he was his brother. Sir Coldheart had a rare magical ability known as Scry. Using a special crystal ball, he could locate a target so long as they were within 50 miles of him, provided he could get a sample of something that belonged to them. Soldiers managed to find a piece of Caius’ broken cloak at the temple that was sufficient for Sir Coldheart’s purposes.

He tracked Caius to a base hidden in a cave to the north of Icereach. It was a silver mine that had long since run dry, leaving it as the perfect place to hide. This also made it an easy location to surround.

A cave-in had blocked one of the exits, so now there was only 1 way in or out. Sir Coldheart informed Darkheart that Caius had a handful of mercenaries, including the ones Orin had reported: Gretel and Bert. From his scrying, he identified the silver wand that Darkheart had been having made for himself in Gretel’s hand. It seemed she had robbed his favoured silversmith, another crime she would be punished for.

Darkheart arrived at the mine’s mouth at high noon, although it was impossible to tell. The sky was overcast, the entire area covered in a cold shadow. Snow covered the ground around the cave, but it had been cleared near the opening of the mine. Various footsteps came and went, further confirming that there was someone living in the mine. Darkheart turned, seeing his gathered knights. They were strong, and loyal- ready for battle. Even in the extreme cold and dark, they showed no sign of discomfort.

“Men, the criminal is located deep in the cave. This is a simple mission. We will capture or kill Caius and all his companions without a single casualty; I will accept nothing less than absolute success.” Darkheart looked at them closely, seeing no indication of fear on any of their faces. “What are we waiting for? Let’s kill some criminals!”

He raised his sword. The knights roared their approval, charging into the mine. He knew better than to lead the charge. He followed, so that he was towards the middle of his troops, safe but still visible to his men. They all knew the route they were taking; these mines had a more or less linear path, making finding the enemy camp easy.

They found enemies soon enough. Even before he rounded the corner, Darkheart heard the battle cries of his men, mixed with the anguished cries of those they vanquished. This wasn’t a battle; it was a slaughter. He laughed boldly as he came into view, ready to join the fray.

Goblins? His men weren’t facing the criminals he expected, or even humans at all. Goblins are small green creatures that resemble men, except that they are hideous, eat disgusting foods and lack intelligence. They’re not actually monsters in the traditional sense; instead, they were considered a type of animal by most scholars. The reason being that while they are violent and destructive; they do live like normal creatures of the world. They need nourishment from food to survive, and breed to reproduce.

Goblins did have a tendency to move into unoccupied towns and other semi-habitable places. Often, adventurers will be sent to clear them out, ensuring that their numbers don’t swell sufficiently to become a real problem. Goblins may be weak, but numbers are absolute. 100 goblins is an annoyance; 1000 is a threat to the city. 10,000 is a national emergency, if for no other reason than their habit of eating entire fields’ worth of crops.

“Something’s wrong. This isn’t what Sir Coldheart said would be here.” Darkheart searched the room. He recognised the walls, carved into shape with pickaxes. Sir Coldheart had shown him this exact room in the crystal ball. They were definitely in the right place, but the criminals weren’t there. “Men, fall back. We are not here for the goblins.”

His order went unheeded; the Dark Knights were too focused on wiping out the goblins. Darkheart felt a sudden panic in his chest. Something was very wrong. “Retreat immediately!”

He turned, heading back up the tunnel to safety.

It was already too late.

***

Heroes fight evil. Everyone knows this. Gretel had been raised on stories of great warriors who fought Unmas and Lilith as well as all kinds of other monsters. Her favourite type of heroes were the ones that were on the front lines, leading the charge in shiny armour with nothing but a sword and their goddess-given might.

But not all heroes can do that. Some heroes have to use guile. Caius was one such hero. He knew that Darkheart was a villain who could never be reasoned with. His name was literally Darkheart! He was also the leader of a great army of evil. When faced with such an enemy, a classic hero would charge forward and slaughter his evil knights one by one until there were none left standing, then defeat the evil lord.

Caius used a different method. He tricked Lord Darkheart into leading his evil army deep into the silver mines they had been using as a base until recently. He had arranged for goblins to come into the mines, giving Darkheart an enemy to face upon arrival. All that was left was to undermine the structure of the mines. With a single swish of her wand, Gretel destroyed a support beam. This caused a series of collapses that ultimately caused the entire mine to cave in on itself.

Gretel had never vanquished so many evildoers at once. She had thought it would make her happy, destroying an entire army of evil. She told herself it made her happy. She was happy. “I feel sick.”

Gretel threw up. Bert rested a hand on her back supportively. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I think… I must’ve eaten something funny.” Gretel’s eyes were watering, no doubt from throwing up so suddenly. Gretel looked at the collapsed opening to the mines. Tonnes of stone now blocked the exit. Even if they had somehow survived, there would be no escape for those trapped within. “Thank all the goddesses that I didn’t throw up earlier, or the evildoers might have escaped.”


Chapter 24: Strength

“Another hit, well done.”

Iris was in her garden with Remus and Azula, throwing spells at targets once again. Iris had been training for days. She was determined to learn to use her powers; she had even cut back on her gambling. She still did it occasionally, but only for a couple of hours in the evenings when she needed a break. The rest of the time, she was enraptured with learning more about her magic.

Her latest breakthrough was learning to shape her spells. She still created a ball whenever she tried to form magic, but she had learned she could stretch it into an arrow shape, making it much more aerodynamic. Azula had told her this was a crutch; she should be able to make the arrows in the first place by visualising it. Either way, it was progress. Her arrows moved much better, hitting the targets both faster and with greater accuracy.

“We should go out; I’m ready to fight some monsters,” Iris said. She was throwing a ball between her hands. Catching a spell felt odd; it was squishier than she expected. She thought the form of a spell would be whatever she wanted, but evidently that wasn’t the case.

“No,” Remus replied simply.

“But you said I had progressed.”

“You have. But you still need more training.”

“Can’t I train by engaging with monsters? I did pretty well in the mine.”

“You didn’t do anything,” Remus said.

“I broke Gretel’s spell; that’s not nothing!” Remus didn’t look impressed. “Okay, well, how am I meant to advance if I never fight anything?”

“I know it’s frustrating, but Remus is right. I didn’t go on my first mission until I had been training for years,” Azula said. Iris turned to her stiffly.

“Years. You cannot be serious? I can’t put up with this for years.” Iris had hoped that through training, she would be able to get strong enough to take care of herself. The idea of always being a helpless damsel being protected by her bodyguards was not an appealing one to her.

Remus frowned, looking tense. “It’s best to move slowly. Trying to achieve too much too fast can result in people getting hurt.”

“Remus is right. Pushing your limits during training is okay, but you shouldn’t do it against actual opponents,” Azula said. She gestured to the scar near her eye. “Trust me.”

Iris deflated. It was clear she wasn’t going to persuade them. “Alright, fuck it. Let’s go to the tavern.”

“Don’t you want to train some more?” Remus asked.

“I’m out of mana. I think.” Iris was still getting used to the sensations involved with running out of mana. The first few times they had trained, she had pushed herself too far, ending up with a bitch of a headache. According to Azula, it’ll get more obvious once she’s done it a few times. Iris felt like an idiot when Azula explained the symptoms to her. It was like she was explaining that people get thirsty when they’re dehydrated. The key ones were feeling lightheaded, headaches, turning pale and trouble focusing. Not everyone reacts the same way. Iris had weird, creepy dreams when she overused her mana, seeing herself attacking random people for no reason. It was gross, but Azula didn’t seem very concerned, so she wasn’t.

“Alright. I could use a break too,” Remus said.

“Was watching me tiring?” Iris teased. Remus snorted, turning and heading back into the house. Azula followed. They passed through the house quickly, stopping outside to secure the many locks on the front door. Orin had insisted that they secure the house properly when they were away. Ostensibly, this was to stop thieves, but in such a small town, theft was almost unheard of.

“Have you heard from your dad yet?” Azula asked.

Iris shrugged. “No, but it’s no big deal. The mail sucks around here.” Orin had sent a letter upon reaching Icereach saying he had to meet with Lord Darkheart, but hoped to be back shortly. Since then, he had been incommunicado for a week. Iris wasn’t worried. The roads between Icereach and Sunmiss City often get blocked by snow, or have other issues stopping mail for days or even weeks at a time. “He’s probably stuck in meetings. He hardly ever goes to Icereach, so it’s not surprising there’s a backlog.”

Remus sniffed the air. “Gretel’s back.”

“What?” Iris spun around, summoning an orb of darkness. “Where?” She tried to smell what Remus had smelled. All she could smell was the faint scent of smoke mixed with the beer from the tavern.

The snow was coming down thick and fast, making it hard to see very far. Iris’s answer came when a silvery disk of force barrelled into her. She managed to catch it with her orb, destroying it.

“Your dark powers have grown ever stronger. When faced with evil like this, it is the duty of all goddess-loving citizens to fight.” Gretel stepped into view, flanked by Bert as always.

“You really want to do this again? Azula kicked your ass last time, and since then we’ve only got stronger,” Iris said, creating another orb.

Remus positioned himself in front of her. “How did you escape?”

“We had some help,” Gretel said. A third figure stepped out of the shadows. “Meet Caius.”

Caius was a ghastly figure, looking like a dead priest who had crawled out of his coffin. Caius had inhumanly pale skin, and piercing red eyes. He dressed like a priest of Mene, but his robes were too small, and showed signs of age-related damage. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Iris. I’m sorry to be so forward, but you’re going to have to come with me.” His voice was syrupy sweet and deep. Just listening to him made Iris’s skin crawl.

“Has any woman ever said yes when you said that?” Iris asked rhetorically.

Caius grinned toothily, showing off his sharp teeth. “Then we’ll have to do this the hard way.”

Darkness formed over his body, extending out past his fingers like claws. “How are you doing that?” Remus demanded. Caius grinned, running forward with his hands drawn back. Remus ran to meet him, transforming as he moved. “That’s Lorcan’s power.”

Caius swiped. Remus dodged, countering with a slash to the stomach. Caius bent unnaturally away, spitting something into Remus’ eyes. Remus howled in pain, his skin burning. “Lorcan was a fool. To think he had something so valuable and he did nothing with it. You should be glad I didn’t let the Stygian Wolf go to waste.” Caius was about to finish Remus. Iris threw her Dark Ball. When it hit, his claws disappeared, making the fatal stab turn into a weak punch. “What the-”

“Bastard!” Remus leapt on him, slashing at his face and neck like a wild animal. He roared in fury as he clawed at Caius. This wasn’t the Remus she was used to seeing in training. This was a man fuelled by pure rage.

Beneath him, Caius laughed wildly. His skin was coated with the same black mist as before. Remus kept hitting him, but nothing was happening. How can he endure this?

***

Azula knew better than to ignore Gretel. She had come to fight, and Azula wasn’t going to refuse her. She set off a blast of fire, keeping her distance. Gretel blocked it with a shimmering silver block of light.

“Impressed? My new wand’s even holier than the last one. Caius helped us liberate it from an evil shopkeeper,” Gretel said. She summoned 3 more panels, sending them flying towards Azula. Azula created a large wall of fire, using it to disguise her movements.

“How do you know he was evil?” Azula doubted Gretel had checked.

“Because Caius told us.” Azula yelped, dodging another panel. Bert ran around her wall of flames, his club sparkling in the light.

“Stop tryin’ to confuse us!” He was charging right at her like a warthog. If Azula wanted to, she could blast him with fire and burn him to a crisp. Gretel couldn’t see, so she would hit.

Dumbass. Always taking needless risks. Azula fell back, shooting her fire short so he would be forced to stop. “You need to think about what you’re doing. Someone isn’t evil just because you don’t like them or they’re in your way.”

“Caius wouldn’t lie. He’s a priest,” Gretel said.

Azula dared to look at Remus. Caius had somehow got out from under him, and the pair were exchanging blows again. Iris was using her dark balls to undermine his powers, which was the only thing keeping the fight even. Caius didn’t just have claws and armour; he also had some sort of acid spit. Remus was a strong fighter, but Caius was just so much more versatile.

“How do you know that?” Azula asked. She stopped her fire, rolling to avoid another attack from Gretel. “We met him once. Alone. He could be anyone.” Bert predicted her move. He was waiting for her, his club raised. Crap.

Azula scrunched up her eyes, ready for her skull to get caved in. The hit never came. Daring to open her eyes, she saw Bert standing still, his club hovering above her head. “Why- why did ya have to turn on us?”

“I didn’t want to. But we were doing the wrong thing,” Azula said, still cowering on the floor. “They’re not bad people.”

“He’s a werewolf,” Gretel spat.

“So what? Does that automatically make him evil?”

“You heard about the attack? They were going to infect the whole country; obviously they’re evil,” Gretel said. Bert was still not moving. He looked like he was trying to uncover the secrets of the universe.

“Remus isn’t like that. Just because some werewolves did some bad stuff, doesn’t mean they all would.” Azula risked standing up so she could look at Bert more evenly. He let her, his club held out in front of him. “Please, Bert, you know this isn’t right. You don’t have to do this. You can stop.”

“Bert, we can’t stop. If we stop now, then there was no point in anything we did. We were chosen by Mene to make Gaia a better place,” Gretel said. She sounded desperate, like she was trying to convince herself. “We need to keep going, then this will all be worth it.”


Chapter 25: Weakness

Remus panted for air, feeling the familiar sizzling as his latest wounds started to seal themselves. Remus couldn’t land a decisive hit. Every time he thought he was going to, Caius would activate his shadow armour and nullify it. Caius, meanwhile, had hit him relentlessly with his claws and acidic spit. The combination of abilities made for a near-perfect warrior, balancing offense and defence with melee and long-range capabilities.

Iris was playing support, using her dark balls to break the spell’s effects. Unfortunately, her lack of fighting experience was showing. Caius dodged her attacks with increasing ease, and those that did hit were never timed right to give Remus the decisive victory he needed. Remus kept swinging, doing everything he could to keep Caius on the defensive. As long as he was using his shield, he couldn’t use his attacks. It seemed, however the defensive ability worked, it also prevented him from using his own attacks.

I need to take him off guard. Remus couldn’t rely on pure brute force. He had to be strategic. He made a play, grabbing both of Caius’ arms at once. He closed his eyes, predicting the acid spit that hit him shortly after. It burned, but not enough to be decisive. Thud. Remus head-butted him. For the first time, Caius seemed to be genuinely injured, stumbling back. Remus didn’t let go. Thud. Another headbutt, this time breaking his nose.

“Let me go!” Caius activated his armour. Iris countered it just in time for Remus to deliver another headbutt. Seeing Caius was reeling, he delivered a hard knee to his stomach. He was winded, his defence crumbling. Remus could end it with a single decisive attack. If he clawed at Caius’ neck, he would kill him, and it would be over.

No, I’m not a killer. Remus twisted, pulling his arm over his back and dislocating it. The sickening pop confirmed it had worked. He then kicked Caius away. “It’s over. You can’t keep fighting with your arm like that.”

Caius looked at his limp arm, insouciant. “Yes. I can.” He spat his acid.

Predictable. Remus dodged easily, making sure to be close enough to protect Iris. Caius ran straight at him, his arm still hanging limp. “Are you insane?”

Remus prepared to dislocate his other arm. Then, Caius’ legs became obscured by black mist. In an instant his speed doubled, and at the same time long horns extended from his head. Remus’ instincts screamed at him to dodge, but Iris was right behind him. Bracing he tried to catch Caius by the shoulders. The horns extended, stabbing into his chest.

Remus felt coppery blood filling his mouth. He slammed down on Caius’ back, knocking him to the ground. Then Remus fell.

“The key to being a good weapon isn’t to be the strongest sword, but to be more than just a sword. You need to be diverse in what you can do,” Caius said. He was climbing back to his feet painfully, his arm still limp. “That’s why I won. It’s why I’ll always be able to protect those I care about, while you lie face down in the dirt before me.”

“Iris, run.” Remus tried to stand. His chest bled more, the snow turning bright red. The wounds were too deep to heal quickly. 

“Ah-ah-ah.” Caius grinned. “Running doesn’t work. And your little balls, while cute, are really just a distraction. It’s time to give up and let us take you.”

Iris backed away. Her power to cancel magic, while potent, was not useful when her opponent was physically stronger than her as well.

Silver flashed through the air. Bert’s club smashed into Caius’ head, knocking him unconscious. “Run, fools!”

Remus was suddenly grabbed by Bert. He carried him as he sprinted away from Caius. Iris and Azula were close behind. From his position over Bert’s shoulder, Remus could see Gretel watching them leave. She was holding her wand, ready to hit them as they fled. But she didn’t. She stayed passive, letting them escape.

***

Gretel went to check on Caius. He had been lying face down in the snow since Bert struck him with his club. The snow around him had largely melted, soaking into his priestly robes. Rolling him over, she quickly confirmed he was just unconscious. She didn’t know anything about healing, so she left him on his back to recover.

Bert’s gone. Gretel could’ve stopped them. It would have been so easy to jump into action, using a few well-placed spells to end the fight. Remus was already beaten, and with her new wand she was stronger than ever. Iris wasn’t a threat. Although she wasn’t sure what Bert would do. Bert left me too.

Gretel thought Bert would always stand by her. She knew he wasn’t the smartest man, or even the strongest. But he was always so loyal. Whenever she spoke about truth and justice, he was right there beside her, offering his unconditional support.

Now he was gone, and Gretel was alone.

Was this Azula’s fault? She had abandoned her after she got lost in the caves. Gretel had tried to save her, yet she turned on them for no reason. She sided with the villains and almost killed them both. Gretel had been hurt seeing her friend turn evil. She wanted to save her, but she knew she couldn’t. Azula had been confused for a long time; it wasn’t surprising that a villain would use that against her. Gretel firmly believed that once someone had turned evil, there was no turning back. Azula had attacked her, so she was evil.

Azula must have tricked Bert. He would never betray me if he knew what he was doing. Gretel looked at the tracks in the snow. Bert had saved the werewolf. She had tried to warn him, but he did it anyway. She couldn’t risk following him; it was too dangerous without backup. All she could do was hope he would come to his senses and return to her. Everyone leaves me. Why? I’m righteous, yet they keep betraying me. What’s going on?

She looked down at Caius. He had stood by her. When her other so-called friends betrayed her, he stuck by her and protected her. She had only known him for a short while, but maybe it didn’t matter. He was a priest of Mene. It’s only natural that he’d be her ideal ally. After all, she was a righteous heroine. Heroines always work with priests. He’s the only person I have left. I have to protect him.


Chapter 26: A New Lord

Sir Coldheart had called Darkclaw into a meeting in the main audience chamber. It had been a week since Lord Darkheart had set out on his ill-fated expedition. Darkclaw had been managing the Dark Knights in his absence, ensuring that they protected the city and maintained order. Darkheart would be furious if he returned home to find that chaos had taken hold.

Entering the audience chamber, Darkclaw was shocked to see Sir Coldheart sitting on the lord’s seat. “How dare you sit on that seat? Only the lord of Icereach may sit there.” Darkclaw stormed forward, seeing the room filled with courtiers and other noteworthy individuals.

Sir Coldheart looked down at her boredly. “I am aware, and I should think the reason I am here is obvious to you as it is to everyone else in this room.”

“It is not. Tell me what emboldened you to commit this treason.” Darkclaw let her hand hover near her sword in a silent warning.

“Treason? This is the furthest thing from it. This is duty,” Sir Coldheart said. “My brother has been missing for over a week. Attempts to recover his body have been fruitless. We have not even been able to verify whether he is alive or not. As such, I am stepping up to do my duty as his heir.”

“Surely you jest? You, of all people, should know that the lordship cannot be passed until the former lord is confirmed to be deceased.”

“I confirm it.” Coldheart stood up, raising his voice so he was speaking to the entire room. “I have attempted to scry on my brother and seen nothing but darkness. He is dead, so I am your lord.”

The courtiers looked among themselves in confusion. No one knew what to do. If Coldheart was right, then he was the legitimate ruler. But if he wasn’t, and Darkheart somehow returned, then following him would be tantamount to treason.

“His lordship is right. I, Sir Daggernoir, swear my loyalty to the new lord of Icereach.” Sir Daggernoir dropped to one knee, crossing his hand over his heart. “Long live Lord Coldheart!”

Coldheart smiled down at the opportunistic courtier. Sir Daggernoir wasn’t a knight in the real sense. Despite being young and able-bodied, he had never been in a real fight in his life. He was a career courtier, who made his money through trade deals that weren’t strictly legal and other improper ways. Darkclaw had tried to remove him from the Dark Knights many times, but always failed. His one skill was that he always seemed to know which way the wind was blowing, and whose ass to kiss to stay in favour. In this case, he was the first to throw himself at the feet of Lord Coldheart.

Darkclaw sneered at the fake knight, unable to contain her disgust. But he wasn’t the only one. Another courtier followed suit, and then another. One by one they knelt and declared their loyalty to the new lord of Icereach until Darkclaw was the last one standing. Coldheart approached her slowly, his smile as cold as his namesake.

“Lady Darkclaw, as the leader of the Dark Knights, you are an important figure in this city as well as a key part of my military. Do I have your loyalty?” Darkclaw fought to keep the hatred off of her face. She knew what Coldheart wanted. If she refused, he would brand her a traitor and have her thrown into the dungeons. There she would waste away, unable to do anything as he ruined the region.

Yet if she said yes, would that be better? Lady Darkclaw had offered her loyalty to only 3 people in her entire life. Her father, the first Lord Darkheart, and the recently deceased Lord Darkheart. Each of them she had served without question, obeying them without fail. All 3 were dead now, leaving her with no lord to serve. She was not a woman who gave her loyalty easily, but once it was given, she never went back on her word. If she gave herself to Coldheart, then she would be promising to serve the snivelling fool for the remainder of her days- or at least, the remainder of his days. Either way, it was not something she wished to do.

“My loyalty now and always belongs to the lord of Icereach.”

Coldheart narrowed his eyes. “Then kneel before me, subject.”

Lady Darkclaw had to fight to keep her expression neutral. “As a loving brother, I’m sure that you would not wish us to give up on your brother until we are certain that he has passed. As such, I am formally requesting that I, along with a small contingent of men, may continue the search until we find a body.”

“I already know that he is dead.” There was no uncertainty in his voice. “Or do you doubt my abilities?”

“I do not. However, would it not be proper to have a body available for the funeral?”

Coldheart narrowed his eyes at her. His eyes swept around the room, measuring the expressions of his courtiers. “You will retrieve the body.” Darkclaw felt relief filling her chest, glad her plan had worked. It seemed Coldheart was not willing to risk alienating his new subjects so soon. “And Sir Daggernoir shall lead a troop to capture those responsible.”

Even Sir Daggernoir looked confused at this order. “My lord, it is an honour to serve you, but how am I to track down Caius?”

“Caius?” Coldheart laughed loudly. After a time, the other courtiers joined in awkwardly. “Caius is nothing; he is but a mere pawn of the true enemy.”

“I see. Your vision has cut through the trickery of our enemies, my lord. Then who shall I arrest?”

Darkclaw had a bad feeling about this. “You will arrest Zird, and the other traitorous members of the Order of the Radiant Night. They are the ones who led my dear brother into that most heinous trap. They are the ones I will punish.”

Sir Daggernoir’s confusion disappeared, replaced by a vicious grin. He had been afraid to take on a powerful enemy, but the Order of the Radiant Night’s members numbered few, and most of them were non-combatants. Even for a knight as useless as him, it would be an easy battle.

Darkclaw wanted to protest, but looking around the room, she could see she would have no support. Whether they truly believed they were guilty or not, none were willing to stand up for the Radiants.

“I will bring them to you in chains, my lord!” Sir Daggernoir declared, falling to one knee once again. The courtiers cheered their approval. Coldheart raised a hand, silencing the crowd.

“You both have your missions. Do not delay; I expect good things from you.”

***

Darkclaw made her way out of the court as quickly as possible. She did not wish to spend any longer around Coldheart than she had to. It was bad enough when they were equals; actually being his subordinate was insufferable.

She found Iema, her second in command, in the training fields. She was making the most of the brief daylight, working up a sweat despite the cold. She was slashing at a dummy, practising her sword work without ki. If she were using ki, the dummy would’ve been bisected, rendering it unusable for other trainees.

“How did the meeting go?” Iema asked, stopping her attacks when Darkclaw approached. She sheathed her sword. Iema was the most beautiful woman Darkclaw had ever seen. She had deep-purple skin and sharp ears. Her features were angular and attractive, with keen eyes. Years of training had given her a Herculean build. She was so muscular her armour had to be specially adjusted to fit, although she wasn’t wearing it in training. She was wearing a small crop top that showed off her glistening abs and matching shorts. She never did feel the cold.

“Coldheart has declared himself lord,” Darkclaw replied.

“He can’t do that. Not while-”

“I’ve been given permission to search for Lord Darkheart, but the truth is he’s right. In all likelihood, his lordship has passed.” She grabbed a blunt training sword from a bucket. “Spar with me.”

Iema drew her own sword, holding it at the ready. “This whole thing stinks.”

Darkclaw lunged forward with a stab; Iema blocked it fluidly. She countered with a fist to the face, which Darkclaw managed to avoid just as easily. “I won’t disagree, but the law is clear. Coldheart is Darkheart’s brother, so he will inherit.”

They went through the motions, moving smoothly in a series of attacks and counters. As they sparred, Darkclaw filled her in on the other events she had missed, including the plan for the attack on the Order of the Radiant Knight.

“We can’t let them do it,” Iema said, deflecting a blow to her neck. “There’s no way the priests meant for Lord Darkheart to bite it. We should be hunting down Caius.”

“I agree.” Iema hacked at her, forcing her to block repeatedly. “But I can’t actively oppose Coldheart. If I’m seen to be disloyal, it’ll give him the excuse he needs to get rid of me.”

“He already has. He’s sending you to the mine so you’ll be out of the way.” Iema kicked Darkclaw in the stomach, knocking her back. Darkclaw rolled, recovering her footing before she could win the spar.

“Obviously.” Iema tried to rush her, but left herself open. Darkclaw tripped her, resting her sword at her neck. Iema’s eyes went wide. Her defeat had been so sudden she had no time to react. “But you’re still around. If there’s even a chance Darkheart’s still alive, I need to look for him. Your job is to make sure Coldheart doesn’t do anything that can’t be fixed while I’m away.”

Darkclaw offered Iema her hand. Iema growled, but accepted it, letting her help her to her feet. “I fucking hate politics.”

“I know.” Darkclaw put her sword away. “But you’re the only person I can trust to do this. The men respect you.”

Iema spat to the side. “Not as much as they respect you.”

“I know.” Darkclaw grinned at her, making Iema roll her eyes. “Will you do this for me?”

“I’ll do what I can.”


Chapter 27: Hiding in the Snow

Iema hated politics. The courtiers always acted so pleased with themselves, believing themselves to be geniuses. But all they ever did was lie. Marching into the war room, Iema prepared to do exactly that.

Daggernoir and Coldheart were waiting for her, standing around a map of the city. They had positioned various figurines on it to depict the Dark Knights and the members of the Order of the Radiant Night. “Ah, Iema, you’ve made it,” Coldheart greeted, extending his arm in a friendly gesture that almost looked genuine. His eyes gave him away as always. They were dull and lifeless, the eyes of a monster.

“I have.” Iema bowed swiftly. “Why have I been summoned?”

Daggernoir straightened out his armour over his feeble body. The thought that he was technically a knight disgusted her. “I am requesting that you be my number 2 for the coming battle.”

Darkclaw had warned Iema this might happen. Daggernoir was many things, but a fool wasn’t one of them. He knew he was no warrior, even if he did dress like one. “I’m afraid I’ll have to refuse your request, Sir Daggernoir. With so many of our forces lost, we simply don’t have the manpower.”

“Is that so?” Daggernoir smiled casually. “In that case, I think there’s only one option left available to us, my lord.”

“You are right,” Coldheart said, sighing dramatically. “Thank you for attending, Iema, that will be all.”

Iema had no idea what they were talking about. She suspected she had fallen into a trap, but she couldn’t figure out what it was. “... is the attack cancelled?”

“Cancelled? Perish the thought.” Daggernoir said, holding a hand to his chest. “Given the current situation, I have advised his lordship to bring in a group of mercenaries to help enforce order in the city. Fortunately, I know a group that’s stationed nearby.”

“You can’t be serious,” Iema said. They were. “We’ve not used mercenaries since Icereach came under the rule of Necrum. It is a foolish mistake.”

“You should be careful, Iema. You’re dangerously close to implying his lordship is acting foolish.” Daggernoir smiled warningly. Coldheart smiled at her, daring her to insult him.

“Of course I’m not saying that. I just wanted to make sure that his lordship was aware of the potential risks of bringing in soldiers not loyal to the Dark Knights,” Iema tried. Coldheart yawned.

“That won’t be an issue. Sir Daggernoir, you have my permission to proceed with the hiring process. I want the best of the best. These scoundrels need to be brought to justice.”

***

Iris couldn’t go home; it was far too dangerous. But they also couldn’t go far, not with Remus in such a bad condition. They couldn’t go back to the mines; it would be too obvious. And Iris didn’t want to risk dragging any of the townsfolk into her mess, even if she was willing to, she doubted any of them would be any good in a fight. They were miners, not adventurers.

The one thing Sunmiss City did have in abundance was old abandoned houses, and Iris had explored most of them. She knew one in particular used to belong to a witch doctor, a type of healer who doesn’t use magic instead relying on herbs and other “natural remedies”. She had taken most of her equipment when she left, but Iris was willing to bet there would be something useful left over.

The front door was locked, so they had to go around the back. The backdoor had been kicked in by someone a long time ago.

Bert laid Remus on a table. “Don’t ya worry. We’ll heal you right up.” He turned to Iris. “How do we heal him?”

“There’s medicine around here. Just give me a second to find it… and do something about the bleeding.” Remus hadn’t stopped bleeding. Normally his wounds closed quickly; he literally didn’t have a single scar on his body. Iris didn’t know what Caius had done, but this time was different.

“Burn me,” Remus ordered.

“Huh?” Azula asked.

“It stops bleeding. You said so before,” Remus explained. “Use your fire.”

“But won’t it hurt?” Azula looked at Iris for help, terror in her eyes. Iris wished she could help her, but she knew Remus was right. In places where Radiant healers weren’t available, it’s often advised to cauterise a wound to stop it bleeding and prevent infections.

“You’ve got to do this.”

Azula took a step back, as if trying to flee the situation. “There’s got to be some other way.”

“There isn’t,” Remus said, groaning in pain.

“Actually, I might have an idea… When we got these weapons, Caius explained they burn evil creatures. If you need to burn, this might work.” Bert showed them his club.

“Bert, I thought you knew that Remus wasn’t evil. That’s just Caius-”

Remus touched the club, then cried out in pain. “Yeah, that’ll work.”

Bert’s face set; he held the club over Remus’ wound. “I don’t wanna hurt ya, honest.”

“I know.” Bert lowered the club, a disgusting sizzling sound ringing out through the air as Remus was burned. He growled furiously, thick fur forming over his skin.

Bert pulled back. The hole had sealed around his club. “There’s… I gotta do the other.”

“Just do it,” Remus growled. Bert flinched back in terror, but caught himself.

“Right.” He repeated the process, Remus’ cries changing into howls as he finished the transformation. When he was done, Remus collapsed limply on the table, exhausted.

Remus’ wounds were sealed, the bleeding had stopped, but he was in no state to fight anymore. “Now what?” Iris asked.

“I-I’ll guard the doorway. If Caius turns up, we need to be ready to run away again,” Azula said.

“I don’t think he’s in any condition to come after us. He didn’t come off much better in that fight,” Iris said. “But we can’t just sit around waiting for him to recover.”

“You wanna go fight him?” Bert asked.

“No. Or at least not until Remus has recovered.” Iris looked at the doorway. “We should meet up with my father; he’ll know what to do.”

Bert shifted uncomfortably, fiddling with his club. “That’s not goin’ to work.”

“Why?”

“We… We arrested Orin.” Sometimes in life, people act before they think about what they’re doing. For Iris, this was one of those times.

She smacked Bert. “You bastard.” She knew he was bigger and stronger than her. And that Remus was too injured to protect her. She didn’t care. He deserved it.

“I… I’m sorry,” Bert said. He didn’t even have the good manners to look hurt by the hit. “We thought… We wanted to believe he was evil. Caius told us he would be treated fairly.”

Iris smacked him again. She tried to hit him a third time, but Azula caught her hand. “Hitting Bert isn’t helping.”

“It’s helping me feel better.” Iris shook out of Azula’s grip. “Whatever. I’m fine now. There’s no time to be emotional. I get it. We need a plan.” She turned to Bert with a withering glare. “Where is Orin?”

“We took him to Icereach City, and gave him to the lord,” Bert said. Iris raised an eyebrow.

“Okay… maybe that’s not so bad. Darkheart’s a tough guy, but he wouldn’t do anything to the mayor of one of his towns,” Iris said. She had never met Darkheart, but he had a good reputation for enforcing justice.

“No, not Darkheart… we… Gretel killed Darkheart.”

“What?” Iris asked. Everyone in the room was shocked. Even Remus sat up, though he quickly groaned and went back down again. “How?”

“Caius told us to lay a trap. He told us that the new lord, Coldheart, was a good man and that we were killing Darkheart’s evil soldiers.” Bert shifted awkwardly. “I didn’t do it. But I didn’t stop it neither.”

“Coldheart is Darkheart’s younger brother. You’re caught up in the middle of a coup. What I don’t get is how Caius comes into all this. I thought he was just a psycho hunting down Stygian, why would he care about politics?”

Bert shrugged helplessly. “He just said Darkheart was evil.”

“He must work for Coldheart somehow. It’d explain how he had so much money,” Azula said. She shifted awkwardly. “If they’re working together, then that means he’ll have an entire army backing him up.”

Iris paled at the thought of fighting the Dark Knights. They were considered to be the strongest fighting force in this part of the country. Meanwhile, they had barely survived fighting Caius. “We’re fucked. There’s no way we can win.”

“No, we’re not. We’ll find a way,” Remus said. Everyone turned to him. He had transformed back into his human form. He sat up with a pained groan. Azula tried to stop him, but he waved her away. “Look, this is bad, I get it. But we can’t just give up. Caius is a monster, and this Coldheart guy sounds like a bastard. If we don’t stop them, then no one will. And I’m not willing to live in a world where people like Caius win. So I’m going to fight, even if we might die.”

Iris had never seen Remus quite like this before. He was clearly in pain. He was so fragile that even she could probably overpower him. But he was also determined. He wasn’t going to go down without a fight. And she wasn’t either. “Remus is right. He’s got my father; I’m going to get him back no matter what I have to do.”

Azula smiled. “Then you’ll need both your bodyguards. We promised to protect you, and I’m not about to go back on my word.”

“I- if ya want me I’ll help too. I’ve done some bad stuff, but I’m gonna fix it.” Iris looked at Bert wearily. She didn’t trust the brute. He was right; he had done bad stuff, including attacking her twice. He was saying he had changed, but how could she be sure this wasn’t some sort of trick?

“We’ll take all the help we can get,” Remus said, smiling a pained smile. “Besides, it’s not like we can afford to be picky right now. If we sent away former villains, Iris would be all by herself.”

Azula laughed. “Yeah, we’re the team of dumbasses who picked the wrong side and are now trying to make things right again.”

“Right.” Bert cheered, seemingly inspired by Azula’s description of their group.

I’m surrounded by morons. Iris smiled despite the ridiculousness of the situation. “Alright, Remus, looks like you’ve got yourself a team. So, what’s the plan, Muscles?”

“Plan?” Remus looked at her blankly. “I don’t have a plan.”

“Then why did you get us all inspired and ready to fight?” Iris demanded.

“Because we need to fight, but that doesn’t mean I’ve got a plan. I figured you’d come up with something that could help.” Remus laid back down with a groan. “I need to take a nap to sleep off this wound. Wake me when we know what we’re doing next.”

Iris gave him a withering look, which he didn’t see because his eyes were closed. She turned to the 2 people who had tried to abduct her at various points and were now her allies. “Please tell me that one of you has a plan?”

Bert avoided her gaze. Azula rubbed her chin, deep in thought. “We need to learn more about our enemy. During that fight, he used several types of magic. That’s why he was so strong.”

“Okay… so what are you suggesting?”

“We need to go to Icereach. It’s the only way we’ll learn what Coldheart is up to, and hopefully we can learn where he’s holding your father while we’re down there.”

Iris laughed again, unable to help herself. “It’s the last place he’ll think to look for us. I’ll give you that at least.” Azula looked at her expectantly. Iris rolled her eyes. “Why not? It’s not like we have any better ideas. To Gai’s pits it is!”

***

Sir Daggernoir’s motto in life was simple. Never pass up an opportunity to rise through the ranks. His father had been a humble blacksmith. His shop was successful, and would’ve provided Daggernoir a good if unexciting life. He saw the potential for more, though. So when his father passed, he sold his shop and moved into the silver trade. People said he was mad to invest in the mines, but he knew a good thing when he saw it.

He and his partner, Silverhand, made a killing. It was enough that he could have lived in comfort for his entire life, barely working beyond managing the trades. Then he saw the potential for growth again. Silverhand was making so much money because he had illegally attacked the mines of his competitors, causing a series of cave-ins. This resulted in the price of silver skyrocketing and made them both rich. So when Daggernoir spoke to Darkheart, he only had to reveal what had happened. He helped capture Silverhand, and just like that he was named a knight.

Once he was a member of Lord Darkheart’s court, making money became much easier. The key was to involve himself in as many meetings as possible, so he always knew what was going on, while at the same time avoiding any actual work as a knight.

Hiring the mercenaries was dangerously close to real work. Aurelius was an angel of a man. He had golden hair and beautiful features. His armour had a golden cut and sparkled immaculately in the light. That did not mean he was a good man. Daggernoir chose him for one reason and one reason only: they had a deal.

“I’ve arranged for you to be hired,” Daggernoir said. They were sitting across from each other in the war room. A servant had brought them both drinks, though Aurelius hadn’t touched his. “Now there’s just one thing we need to discuss.”

“A mercenary who doesn’t keep his word doesn’t live for long,” Aurelius said. His voice was deep and devoid of emotion. He put a pouch of coins on the table. Daggernoir hired them using Coldheart’s money, arranging to take a small finder’s fee from the mercenaries.

“Thank you. But that’s not my key concern.” Daggernoir swallowed, fidgeting in his seat. He took the coins, pocketing them. Aurelius stared at him relentlessly. “During the battle, I want certain assurances.”

“Name them.”

“Ahem, yes, well, the main one is that my safety is taken care of,” Daggernoir said. Aurelius nodded.

“Stay in the back. We wouldn’t expect someone like you to draw his sword.” Daggernoir laughed, then stopped when he noticed Aurelius’ serious expression. “Don’t get in our way. If you do, I can’t guarantee your safety.”

Aurelius stood up abruptly, heading to the door. “Um, there’s still more we need to-” Aurelius turned to him, looking ready to kill. “Actually, on second thought, it doesn’t matter. When you’ve readied your men, please let me know.”


Chapter 28: Flight in the Night

Sir Daggernoir had been a knight for 10 years, and in that time he had held his sword precisely 3 times. The first was when he was knighted, presenting it to Darkheart. The second time was when he opened his latest mine, cutting open a bottle of wine with the blade to impress a cute tavern keeper with a thing for knights.

This was the third time. Sir Daggernoir had gathered his troops - the idea he was their commander still didn’t feel right- at the front of the tavern the Radiants were stationed at. This mission was risky. While the Order of the Radiant Night may not be as popular in Necrum as in other countries, it was a religious organisation. Religion had a way of pushing people to violence, even those not usually interested in such things.

“Men, remember we are here to capture only. I will not tolerate any deaths,” he said, looking at the gathered troops. Aurelius was at the front of them, his armour visible despite the dark night.

“Sir!” they chanted as one. Sir Daggernoir finally understood why Lord Darkheart trained the knights to do it; it was bloody intimidating. The mercenaries were an impressive bunch. They outnumbered the priests by 3 to 1 as well. He had no doubt that they would win.

“Alright then, rush in and capture the enemy. Leave no stone unturned!” The mercenaries didn’t move at first.

“Let’s go,” Aurelius said sombrely.

The troops streamed through the door, crying out in rage with their swords drawn. The patrons inside screamed at the sudden sight of angry warriors. Sir Daggernoir tried to calm them, but his voice was a whisper in the wind. Before he knew it, a patron had hit a mercenary with a chair. Then, another mercenary stabbed the patron. That’s when all hell broke loose.

***

Zird had locked the door and pushed his bed and wardrobe up against it. He knew it would not hold. Leafia’s hearing was better than most, thanks to her abilities as a Stygian. This meant she could hear every slash of the blade, and every scream of the innocent as people killed each other down below. She had told Zird exactly how many mercenaries had come, and that despite the leader’s attempts they were not there to capture them. She had heard dozens of death cries, and the battle was only beginning.

“Zird, we have to go down. We can help them,” she pleaded. Leafia was a dark elf, like Zird. They looked so similar that people often believed them to be biologically related. This was not true, but to Zird it made no difference.

Zird shook his head morosely. “It is too late for them. All we can do now is ensure that you survive.” He opened the window and the shutters. “Flee. Hide in the alleys, and seek out the one called Iris. She may be our last hope.”

“Come with me.”

“Not this time.” Zird went to the dresser by the wall, pulling out a sword. “I will buy you as much time as I am able.”

“Are you crazy? Their seasoned warriors. You can’t possibly expect to win.”

Zird smiled sadly. “No. I don’t think I will.”

“Then I’ll fight too.” Leafia’s voice was quivering. Zird shook his head. Her life was never supposed to be like this. While she was able to use her powers well, she hated death and fighting. Leafia swallowed; a lump forming in her throat. “You don’t have to do this. We can run.”

Zird gestured to his leg. He had injured it years ago, the first time men tried to capture the Stygian. This was before the Templars went their separate ways. Back then, he had fought out of a sense of duty and piety. This time he was fighting for something else entirely. “We both know that’s not true. Go. Let my death have some meaning.”

Leafia wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “Please don’t die.”

There was a banging on the door. “Open up.”

“Go now,” Zird said, breaking the hug. He saw tears in her eyes. He wanted so badly to tell her that everything would be okay, that he wouldn’t die. If only he believed it himself. “I will ensure you are successful.”

Leafia climbed out the window, absconding into the night. He closed the window and shutters behind her. He turned to the doorway, sword in one hand and walking stick in the other. They had almost broken through the barrier. “Mene, guide my sword as you guide my every action. I am your servant, and welcome my death if it brings us closer together.”

The first mercenary burst into the room. He was a young blonde human with a crazed expression. He didn’t say a word, aiming a stab directly at Zird’s throat. He parried it with his walking stick, then ended the man’s life with a stab to the neck.

“Bastard!” He hadn’t bought himself much time. The next mercenary was already upon him. He managed to parry his strike as well, but his ally prevented Zird’s counterattack. Before he knew it, he was surrounded by 3 of them. He blocked 2 of their blades, but the 3rd found its place in his side.

Mene, protect her. He dropped his walking stick, collapsing to one knee. A sword blurred towards his neck. Please.

The sword stopped abruptly. A man wearing golden armour had stopped it with his own blade. “This one comes with us.”


Chapter 29: The Belly of the Beast

Darkclaw arrived at the sealed entrance to the silver mine. It was a mess. The mine was supposed to be reopened in a month after the back entrance was cleared; now it would be unusable for years to come.

She had brought some knights, but more importantly she had requested a team of miners. They had been clearing the rubble slowly for a week already. She wished they could go faster, but the mine leader had been adamant that they could not. Any attempt to do so would’ve achieved nothing, and risked the lives of the miners. So it was that Darkclaw wasted her time watching them slowly dig. The only useful thing she did was kill the occasional stray monster that tried to approach their camp.

She was frustrated at the lack of progress, thinking nothing could make her any angrier. Then a squire arrived from the city with a missive from Iema, informing her of the result of the raid on the members of the Order of the Radiant Night.

***

Remus had never had an injury linger for so long. Even a week after being stabbed, his stomach still hurt if he moved the wrong way. It made him feel vulnerable in a way he wasn’t used to.

They had snuck into Icereach pretending to be merchants. They had circled around the city, entering from the north to hide their origins. Fearing they would be conspicuous if they all travelled together, they split into 2 teams to gather information. Bert and Azula were going to explore the local taverns, while Iris and Remus would head to the temples in the hope of finding Orin with his allies. That hope was dashed when they arrived, finding only the charred remains of the temple.

“What happened?” Remus asked, disguising his voice. Iris looked at him oddly.

“I don’t know. Perhaps a fire got out of control while they were cooking,” she replied in her normal voice.

“It was attacked,” a woman answered. She was short and wore a cloak, obscuring her features. “Are you Iris?”

Remus tensed, then winced at the pain it caused. “Who wants to know?” Iris demanded.

“An ally.” She pulled her robe open, revealing a moon pendant. “We can’t talk here. It’s too exposed; we risk being seen. Meet me at the Sleepy Goat at 11.”

“Wait-” Remus tried to stop her, but she was surprisingly fast. She ran down an alleyway, and when Remus reached the end of it, she was already gone. Iris caught up shortly afterwards. “That was weird.”

“Think we should meet her? It could be a trap.”

“If they wanted to capture us, they wouldn’t waste time with an elaborate trap,” Remus said, leaning against a wall. He shouldn’t have moved so fast; he’d hurt himself. “We wanted information. This seems like our best bet.”

***

Orin’s stomach squeezed, begging for food. Since being thrown in the dungeon, he hadn’t been fed once. They gave him water, but refused to give him so much as a bread crust. Lying on the cold floor of the dungeon, he stared out the tiny window looking to the night sky. It was a clear night, allowing him to see the moon hanging above him.

“Mene, give me strength.” The cell door opened. It was not his usual water delivery time. “I fear I will need it sooner rather than later.”

“Mayor Orin. I’m sorry we had to meet under circumstances such as these,” Coldheart said. Orin turned to him slowly, too weak to bother hiding his disdain.

“I can only hope that the circumstances of our next meeting are more pleasant.” He coughed painfully. The mould in the air made speaking difficult.

“I think that can be arranged,” Coldheart said. He leaned towards the bars. “If you are willing to help me, I’m sure I can arrange for your situation to improve. Perhaps I could even grant you clemency.”

Orin closed his eyes slowly. “What do you want?”

“You know what I want. Where is Iris?” Orin’s eyes opened. He searched Coldheart’s expression, finding it unreadable.

He doesn’t have her. Coldheart was not the type of person who wasted his time. He wouldn’t toy with Orin if he already had what he wanted. That meant Iris had somehow managed to escape. “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”

Coldheart sighed softly. “There really is no reason why we must be enemies. Tell me what I want to know and I’ll let you go.”

“How could I possibly know? I’ve not seen her in days, thanks to your care.”

“You must have arranged for a haven, or some other fallback plan in case you were captured. There’s no way a man as skilled as you would be so sloppy,” Coldheart said.

Orin allowed himself a brief smile. He knew that Iris had many hiding places in Sunmiss City. He knew where several were, but intentionally did not learn all of them. Coldheart had not yet resorted to torture, but if he did, he was not sure he would be able to stand against him. “I think you overestimate the resources available to me.”

“I know all about your resources.” Orin pulled a book out of his satchel. It was the Homing Diary. Orin was not surprised that his house had been ransacked. His defences were good, but with no one to use them, they’d easily be overcome by a determined attacker. Fortunately, the Templars avoided explicitly mentioning their location or any other information they felt would put their charges at risk. “You’ve done well to cover your tracks so thoroughly. I’m very impressed.”

“That means a lot coming from you,” Orin said sarcastically.

“I mean it. Your skills are impressive. In fact, I think I could use someone like you in my court,” Coldheart said, leaning forward. “You’d regain your seat as mayor, and I’ll even give Iris back to you- once I’ve removed the Stygian from her, that is. All you have to do is tell me where she is?”

Orin closed his eyes. “You promise you won’t hurt her?”

“As lord of Icereach, you have my word.”

Orin felt his word was worthless. However, he had no better way to try to make him behave. “In the event of an attack on my life, she has orders to travel north towards Nexus. There is a priest, Lex, who will take her in.”

“Lex? I’ve never heard of this man before.”

“Precisely,” Orin said. Coldheart looked him in the eye, his expression darkening.

“How disappointing. We could’ve done so well together.” He turned away. “Cancel his water for the day. There’s no need to continue spoiling him like this.”

“What? I gave you what you wanted,” Orin shouted. He descended into a coughing fit shortly afterwards.

“You gave me a pack of lies. A priest in the human lands? Do you really think I’d be foolish enough to send troops north when I’m short-staffed already?” Coldheart shook his head, clicking his tongue. “Now, if you had refused me, I would’ve been mad, but I would have moved past it. But you lied to me. That I can’t abide. I guess I’ll have to kill her after all.”

“Don’t you dare,” Orin threatened. Coldheart looked at him unflinchingly.

“A little tip. Next time you threaten someone, try not to be in their dungeon surrounded by dozens of guards in their employ; it makes your threat sound somewhat hollow.” Coldheart walked away laughing to himself. Orin tried to cast a spell, but weakened as he was, he could barely cool the air near his hand.

Mene. Please, let me kill that monster.


Chapter 30: Secrets of the Order of the Radiant Night

Darkclaw burst into the audience chamber. Coldheart was in the lord’s seat with knights standing to attention on either side of him. He smirked when he saw her. “Darkclaw, it’s good to see you again. How is your mining operation going?”

Darkclaw didn’t bother hiding her furious expression. “We have yet to locate Lord Darkheart. However, that is not what I am here to talk about. I’m here for answers about the recent massacre at the tavern.”

“A massacre?” Coldheart laughed. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”

Darkclaw clenched her fists. “Dozens died, including civilians with no relation to the Order of the Radiant Night.”

“They stood in Sir Daggernoir’s way. They were clearly agents of the enemy,” Coldheart explained boredly. The knights around him looked uncomfortable.

“This is unacceptable. Dark Knights do not kill civilians. We are a civilised land, and we should act like it.”

“They weren’t civilians; they were enemy combatants,” Coldheart said. “I have already discussed this with Sir Daggernoir, and concluded that his actions were righteous.”

“Righteous?” Darkclaw stormed towards Coldheart. Coldheart looked at her, amused. “You can’t possibly believe that what they did was in any way righteous.”

“They were following my orders. Therefore, they were righteous.”

In all the years Darkclaw had worked for Lord Darkheart, a civilian had been killed by a knight once. When that happened, he immediately stripped the knight of his rank and imprisoned him. He did not care about the potential political fallout. He punished him severely as a warning to all the other knights that such behaviour would not be tolerated. Darkclaw had come to think of this as the standard way of doing things. It was clear that where Lord Coldheart was concerned, her expectations were not realistic.

“Now, onto other business. You have been searching for my dear brother for over a week; I want a full report on your progress,” Coldheart demanded. Darkclaw snarled. She thought of the sword on her hip.

No, if I do that, it’ll look like a coup. I need to find another way.

***

They ultimately decided to meet with the strange woman from the temple. They weren’t going in blind, however. She recognised Iris, and had met Remus, so they would go. Bert and Azula went early, getting a table and pretending to be regular patrons. Hopefully, she wouldn’t know who they were.

Remus and Iris arrived precisely on time. They didn’t see her, so got a drink from the bar and took a seat. The Sleepy Goat was a busy tavern, with a bard singing to an enthusiastic crowd. They managed to find a small nook tucked around a corner away from the singing, allowing them some semblance of privacy. They ensured that they were still in view of Bert and Azula.

She materialised shortly after they took their seats. “Hello again. Thanks for coming.” Iris kicked out a seat, which she took. Pulling down her hood, she revealed her face. She was a dark elf, with purple skin and pouty lips. Her eyes sparked in the candlelight. Iris noticed something else about her - a strange feeling of kinship she couldn’t quite place.

“We did. Now, I think we’re owed some answers; who are you?” Iris demanded. Before arriving, they had agreed they would not negotiate at length if she was not willing to answer their questions. They didn’t want to risk a trap or bad information.

“A fair question. My name is Leafia; like yourself, I am one of the orphans of the Order of the Radiant Night implanted with a Stygian,” Leafia said, touching her chest. “In my case, I was implanted with a Lynx Stygian. This gives me certain abilities, including the ability to sense others of our kind.”

“Wait- slow down. You said the Order did this to us?”

Leafia smiled bemusedly. “You didn’t know. How could you not? Did you never question the origin of your magic?”

“I… I never had any abilities until recently. My father didn’t explain anything to me either.”

“I see. That is troubling. I had hoped you would be strong enough to help defeat Coldheart,” Leafia said.

Iris didn’t disagree. She was hardly a fighter, and the recent discovery of her abilities was not enough to change that. “Can you tell me more about what the Stygian are? I want to know what’s going on.”

“I suppose it’s only fair that you know who you are.” Leafia smiled sadly. “The truth is, we are an experiment.”

“An experiment?”

“That’s right. Phase Bluewater was convinced that the Order needed stronger templars to be able to defend Mene’s interests. Traditionally, the Order has raised orphans into both templars and priests, so it was seen as nothing unusual when he began gathering applicants.” She wrinkled her nose when she said applicants. “You see, Stygian are not symbiotic creatures. They are monsters that seek to possess their targets, driving them insane so they will hurt themselves and others. Some adventurers can learn to resist them, and even use their abilities as we do, but many more cannot.”

“Okay… so why would they think we could?”

“The idea was that by infecting the young, they would be too weak to cause much trouble if they rampaged. Then over time, they would be able to increase their control over the Stygian. Phase Bluewater decided to test it, using people of various ages and races to see who was the most resilient. You must’ve been one of the younger ones,” Leafia explained. “They tended to do the best. If they survived.”

“If they survive. How many died?” Remus asked.

“Lots. That’s part of the reason the project was ultimately abandoned. But that wasn’t the only reason. About a decade ago, some of the older Stygian holders went mad, and tried to destroy the temple and kill the others. The Templars managed to stop them, but they got away. After that, they scattered us around the continent. They didn’t want to risk another rampage. We each got assigned a Templar, whose job it was to put us down if it ever seemed like we were going to lose control.”

“Wait, so… Orin isn’t my father. He’s my handler,” Iris said. Remus put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Iris didn’t know how she felt. She didn’t feel angry, oddly enough. She didn’t really feel anything. “He was supposed to kill me.”

“Only if you lost control. If he didn’t train you, it’s probably because he thought you’d be less likely to lose control if you couldn’t access the Stygian.”

“Or he thought it’d be easier to kill me if I was weak,” Iris spat. She felt her anger starting to grow. She stood up. “I can’t believe this. All this time he had me living in the middle of nowhere. He made me live in that stupid house, hardly ever leaving, and this is why. Because I’m some fricking experiment that went wrong.”

“It’s not that simple. Caius was after us. If he found you, he would’ve killed you,” Leafia said. She looked around anxiously, as if saying his name would summon him.

“He tried,” Remus added.

Iris sighed, sitting down again. “Dumb bastard. They should’ve focused on hunting him down, rather than hiding like cowards.”

“I don’t disagree,” Leafia said, fiddling with her hair. “But the past is the past. All we can do now is think about the future.”

“What do you want from us?” Remus asked. He seemed remarkably calm, though Iris supposed that made sense. It wasn’t like he had just found out he was raised to be a weapon.

“Zird, my handler, was captured trying to protect me. Orin was as well,” Leafia said. “I want to free them. But I can’t do it alone. All the other Templars have been captured or killed. I need your help.”

“Weren’t you listening? I can barely do anything. There’s no way we can fight an entire army of knights,” Iris said bitterly. Leafia looked down at the table, eyes wet with tears.

“Please… I don’t know who else to go to.”

“We’d help if we could,” Remus said softly. “But Iris is right. We can’t go against the Dark Knights. It’d be suicide.”

“There’s more: Lord Coldheart is a Stygian, like us,” Leafia said. Iris turned back to her, baffled.

“Was he part of the same experiment as us?”

“I don’t think so. Zird never mentioned it,” Leafia said. “But I can sense a Stygian inside him. He became the lord recently, when Lord Darkheart died trying to capture Caius. I think they’re working together somehow.”

Iris scowled, remembering facing Caius. Caius had been a monster. Even Remus wasn’t powerful enough to face him. “That makes things even worse. Look, I’m sorry about Zird, I really am. But there’s nothing we can do. Our best bet is to run away and let someone more qualified handle this.”

“Who? Coldheart is the lord of the city now. Queen Vael never comes down here. There’s no one who can face him but us,” Leafia said, getting angrier with each word. “Is this because of what I told you? It doesn’t matter. Orin might not have been who you think he was, but that doesn’t change the fact that we need to stop Coldheart.”

Iris got up, walking away. “You can do whatever you want. But I’m not joining you on a suicide mission.”


Chapter 31: Death and Glory

Iris left without looking back. She didn’t know where she was going; she didn’t care. She just wanted to be alone. The revelations about her father, or rather her handler, had disturbed her. She had come to the city specifically to save him, only to learn he would have put her down like an animal if things were a little different.

She found herself in the main square. Stalls lined the perimeter in neat rows, the vendors screaming about their wares to disinterested crowds. “There you are,” Remus said. Iris turned away from him.

“Whatever Leafia’s stupid plan is, I’m not doing it.”

“Okay.” Remus put his hand on her shoulder. “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“It’s stupid. He’s a bastard. He would have killed me,” Iris spat. Remus didn’t say anything, standing with her.

You’re safe; that’s all that matters to me. No matter what, I’ll always protect you. The memory of her father came unprompted.

“I mean, who does that? He raised me for as long as I can remember, and the whole time he was just waiting for me to snap.”

It’s okay, darling. You’re allowed to be angry. Let’s talk this through.

Remus pulled her into a hug. “I’m not upset. You don’t need to comfort me.”

“I know,” Remus said. He was so warm.

Iris stayed stiff at first. But once it became clear he wasn’t going to let go of her anytime soon, she relaxed into the embrace. “It’s stupid. He could’ve given me to anyone else. Why go through so much trouble?”

I love you.

“I can’t say,” Remus said.

“I’ll tell you why. Because he’s an idiot. He’s always done things the hard way. He always says how you can’t take the easy way out in life and how being an adult means taking responsibility for your actions.”

“That sounds like good advice,” Remus said softly. Iris scoffed, looking at the ground.

“So, what? Was I just a responsibility to him? Some burden he got stuck with.”

I’m so lucky to have a daughter like you.

“Did he make you feel like a burden?” Remus asked. Iris paused, thrown by the sudden question. Up until this point, Remus had done nothing but agree with her.

“I… I suppose not. But still, if he was going to be my father, he should’ve focused on that, not…” Iris drifted off, unsure how to finish the sentence. Remus held her for a long time, keeping her warm despite the cold night.

“My father used to say that life is all about choices. If you’re unhappy with a decision you make, you can always take a different path,” Remus whispered. Iris sniffled. “I like that saying. It means that if you’ve done something wrong, you can still try to make it right again, if you’re willing to put the effort in.”

Iris didn’t respond right away. She stayed silent, enjoying the embrace. She didn’t know how long he held her. She wasn’t keeping track of time or thinking about the people around her. Eventually, she pulled away. “... You think I should do Leafia’s plan?”

“What I think doesn’t matter,” Remus said. “What do you want to do?”

“I… it’ll be really dangerous.”

“It probably will be.”

“I can’t ask you to do something like this for me.”

“You don’t need to. I’m your bodyguard, remember. I promised to protect you no matter what.” Iris swallowed, looking up at the giant of a man. He was so strong yet so gentle. Since they met, he always made her feel so safe and cared for.

Iris kissed him. It was just a quick peck. He looked stunned by the action, staring at her with his mouth slightly open.

“Let’s go back. If we’re quick, she might still be there,” Iris said, grinning up at him.

“You kissed me.”

“That’s right,” Iris said. “I might do it again later. But for now we need to hurry, okay?”

“Um… right.” They were about to leave when a loud clanging sound filled the air.

“Hear ye, hear ye. I have an announcement to make,” the town crier shouted it loud and clear, ensuring all would hear. “On the winter solstice, there will be a series of executions. The traitors to the lord, Orin and his band of miscreants, are to be put to death by the axe. The first execution will take place in this town square during the shortest day. Attendance is not mandatory but highly encouraged. Lord Coldheart promises this will be an excellent day out for the whole family! Hear ye, hear ye!”

“Father.” Iris grabbed Remus’ hand, rushing back to the tavern. The solstice was only 2 more nights away. “We’ve got to find Leafia.”


Chapter 32: Knighthood

After Bert left her, Gretel had felt more alone than ever before in her life. She had thought she would be returning to her life as an adventurer with no team to watch her back. Caius had seen she was scared, and showed her another path.

“Gretel, it’s time,” Caius called out, his voice muffled by the door.

“Just a minute.” Gretel looked at herself in the mirror, fiddling with her ceremonial armour. This is it. Your reward for being righteous.

After they failed to capture Iris again, a normal lord would have punished them. But Coldheart was not a normal ruler. He was a truly holy man. He knew Gretel’s heart was in the right place. He was the type of lord someone like Gretel should follow. So when he asked her to be his knight, she naturally jumped at the opportunity.

Most of the knights wore black plate armour, but Gretel requested hers be pink like the wand she had been given all those years ago. It had a silver trim, like the wand she had appropriated from the evil store owner. Stepping out, she found Caius waiting for her with a placid smile. He was back in his robes, showing his position in the Order of the Radiant Night.

“Are you ready?” Caius asked. Gretel had specifically requested that he be the priest who oversaw her knighthood. He was the one who had brought her this far after all.

“Yes, Priest Black.” Apparently, Lord Darkheart had been hunting Caius alongside the fake priests. Most of the bad apples had been removed, but there were still some in the city who might wish to continue his evil campaign. As such, an assumed name was needed. So until all his remaining underlings had been arrested, or otherwise dealt with, Caius would answer to the name Priest Black. He was a powerful magic user, but they could not afford to take any risks. As things stood, he was the only Radiant priest left in the entire city. It’s horrifying to think that the entire priesthood had been corrupted in this city.

Caius led her to the audience chamber by the arm. It was well lit by large ceremonial fire pits. Inside, a red carpet led to the lord’s seat with members of the Dark Knights standing in neat rows on either side. The rows weren’t as full as one might expect, due to the sudden reduction in their numbers. You killed them.

Gretel swallowed, her legs suddenly feeling weak. “Is something the matter?” Caius looked at her with earnest concern.

She shook her head. “Just nerves. I’ll be fine.” She couldn’t afford to show weakness. If she was going to be a knight, she had to be absolutely devoted to her mission. She would find and destroy evil, no matter where it might hide.

“I see.” Caius led her up the aisle. With every step, she moved further down her path. She knew that once she became a knight, there would be no going back. She would be duty-bound to serve Lord Coldheart for the remainder of her days.

“Welcome, Gretel,” Lord Coldheart said when she reached the steps leading to his seat. He stood up, holding his ceremonial sword. “Are you ready to begin?”

No. Gretel smiled shakily. “Yes, my lord.”

“Priest Black, will you please do the honours,” Lord Coldheart said, his voice bouncing around the room. Caius took a position above her, turning to face the audience.

“Gretel has offered her service to Lord Coldheart freely, and without reserve. She is a great example of the virtues of knights. Power, determination and willingness to do that which must be done.” Gretel swallowed. The description was apt. She had done what was necessary, and nothing more. All those she killed needed to be killed. She didn’t take joy in their deaths; she only did it because they were evil.

Caius turned to her, his dark robe making him look like a shade. “Do you refuse Gai, and all his tricks?”

“I do.”

“Do you swear to serve Lord Coldheart as his sword and shield until the day you can no longer raise your blade?”

Gretel looked at Lord Coldheart, who was looking down at her peacefully. He had a kind face. He was the type of man she knew she could trust. Not like Remus and Bert, who had faces like brutes. This was a truly pious man. “I do.”

“And finally, do you swear to make Lord Coldheart’s enemies your enemies, and his allies your allies?” For the first time, Gretel hesitated. Bert was Lord Coldheart’s enemy. He had betrayed them, allowing Iris to get away. If she agreed to this, she would be turning her back on her former teammates. This was her last chance to turn back.

“I…” A wave of sickness almost made Gretel lose her lunch. She swallowed, regaining control of her body. “I do.”

“Then, my lord, when you are ready, you may accept her service,” Caius said, bowing and walking away.

Lord Coldheart raised the sword like an executioner’s axe. “Blood will be met with blood.” He lowered it onto Gretel’s shoulder. “Kindness will be met with kindness.” He raised it again, the flames reflecting on the blade’s surface. “I accept your loyalty, and with it the duty that comes with it. I am your lord, and you are my servant.”

Lord Coldheart rested the burning sword on her shoulder. “Arise, Sir Gretel of the Dark Knights, first of thy name.”

Gretel stood up, looking at the cadre of darkness before her. Their eyes burned into her, as if evaluating her and finding her wanting. Caius stepped forward, shouting loud enough for all to hear, “Welcome your new sister, for she is bound to your blood. Welcome her, for she is bound to your kindness. Welcome her, for she is bound to your loyalty and your duty!”

The applause was deafening.

***

After the ceremony, came the reception. This was a much less regimented part of the evening. It reminded Gretel of harvest festivals, although everyone was much more dressed up. For the event, she changed into a frilly pink dress with stockings and pumps. The tailor had custom-made it for her, based on a brief meeting. He had told her it was a little unconventional, but she didn’t realise how true that was until she walked out and saw that no one else was dressed like her. Most of the men were wearing suits with tails, and the women were wearing ballroom gowns. The sound of dozens of conversations happening at once filled the room.

“Do not fear. Being unique is a boon, not a weakness,” Caius said, appearing behind her. Gretel jumped at his sudden presence, but soon caught herself.

“R-right. Yes.”

“Come. It is important that you enjoy this time and use it to make connections. These men and women are your new teammates; you will be working with them for the rest of your life,” Caius said. Gretel took a deep breath, dispelling some of her tension.

“You’re right. I can’t afford to be so passive.” Gretel walked out boldly. There were about 50 knights in attendance. They seemed to have formed 2 groups, the first gathered around the Chief Knight Darkclaw. Gretel hadn’t met her yet. She seemed like an intimidating woman. According to Caius, she had been very loyal to Lord Darkheart. As things stood, she was being allowed to keep her position, but she was already causing trouble. She was wearing a white floor-length dress with a slit that went up to her thigh and a plunging neckline.

The others were with Sir Daggernoir. Supposedly, he had been involved in a mission to flush out the fake members of the Order who had infiltrated the city. Some went as far as to call him a hero. He was wearing a classic 3 piece suit. It was clearly well-made, although Gretel couldn’t help but think it didn’t suit him very well. He looked like one of the rich merchants who thought that all that mattered was how expensive an outfit was.

Gretel didn’t know which to speak to, but the decision was made for her. Sir Daggernoir approached her, holding a pair of drinks. “Sir Gretel, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Gretel accepted the drink. “It’s an honour, Sir Daggernoir. I’ve heard tales of your exploits.”

“All bad, I hope.” He winked at her.

“No. They were good. I’m sure you’re a good man,” Gretel said. She looked at him firmly, showing her resolve. “I would not tolerate a villain insulting my teammates.”

Daggernoir looked briefly concerned, then took a sip of his drink and laughed. “How laudable. I admire a woman with passion.”

“Yes. I am filled with passion, and I won’t be satisfied until all evil is purged from this world.” Daggernoir coughed into his hand.

“Quite. Well, the good news is that your first assignment will be under me. Don’t worry, I’m not a cruel taskmaster. You’ll find that your position can actually be quite pleasurable if you wish it to be.” He laughed to himself again, although Gretel had no idea why. He didn’t tell a joke.

“Don’t worry about that. Even if it’s uncomfortable, I can be flexible. I’ll do whatever it takes to be a splendid knight.” That seemed to please him at least. He smiled enthusiastically, leaning down towards her.

“Excellent. Perhaps we can discuss this more later, in fact-”

“His lordship arrives!” A crier announced. Everyone went silent as Lord Coldheart entered the room. He was dressed in a styled suit, with his hair slicked back and thick eyeliner on- the traditional dark elf style. As soon as he entered, various knights and courtiers approached him, vying for his attention. He ignored them all, making a beeline for Gretel.

“Sir Gretel, you look ravishing,” Lord Coldheart said without emotion. “I trust Sir Daggernoir has been treating you well.”

“He’s been very friendly. He was just offering to give me extra support to help me become a better knight.” Gretel smiled at Sir Daggernoir, who appeared oddly nervous.

“Yes, well, it is my duty as a senior knight to help train her, is it not?”

“It most assuredly is,” Darkclaw said, sliding up next to them. “Especially when the knight is a foreign knight unfamiliar with our ways.”

Lord Coldheart looked at her indifferently. “Gretel has proven herself a loyal soldier, aiding in the capture of criminals in service to this city.”

“No doubt. I hear she was even serving you before you officially became lord,” Darkclaw said. Lord Coldheart shrugged.

“As the brother of the former lord, I had many duties.”

“And the capture of criminals was included amongst those duties?” Lady Darkclaw asked. Lord Coldheart’s smile grew strained.

“Evidently.” He focused on Gretel again. “But let’s not bore our new knight with such mundane conversation. This is supposed to be a feast. Bring out the food!”

The servants must have been waiting for his instruction, because the moment he said it they streamed into the room carrying all kinds of exotic food and drink. Both the quality and quantity were outstanding; Gretel had no doubt this had cost a small fortune.

At first, she was reserved, not wanting to appear greedy. But seeing the other knights joyously gorging themselves, she soon gave up and started copying their behaviour. She was having a good time, mingling with her new colleagues. Despite their name, they actually seemed to be good people devoted to the cause of justice.

“People, may I have your attention,” Coldheart called. The room quickly fell silent. “I have heard your complaints. I know we’re short-staffed, and I intend to remedy this immediately. As such, it is my pleasure to introduce to you the new second branch of the Dark Knights!”

A group of heavily armoured men and women marched through the doorway. At the helm was a man with golden hair and beautiful features. He looked the way Gretel always imagined the heroes in her stories would. He joined Coldheart at the head of the room.

“Some of you may already know Aurelius. He is the leader of the mercenary company, the Golden Dawn, who helped Sir Daggernoir capture the traitors and will now be, alongside Darkclaw, 1 of 2 leaders of the Dark Knights.” Coldheart rested a hand on Aurelius’ shoulder. “Why don’t you say a few words?”

Aurelius cleared his throat. “Thank you for this position.” Silence hung in the air as everyone waited for him to say something else. When it became clear he wasn’t going to, people turned back to Coldheart.

“A man of few words, but great action. Just what we need in these trying times,” he said with a forced grin. “Now back to the party. We have much to celebrate!”

***

Compared to the first half of the evening, the mood was much tenser. The Golden Dawn didn’t mingle with the other knights at all. They didn’t eat either. If anyone were to see the event, they would think they were bodyguards of Lord Coldheart from the way they were dressed and acted.

Darkclaw made her way over to Coldheart. “What is the meaning of this?”

“The meaning of what?” Coldheart asked. Aurelius slid closer to them, looming over the pair like a golem.

“I have led the Dark Knights alone for years. And before that, my father did the same,” Darkclaw said. She tried to keep her tone civil and maintain a smile; it was a party after all.

“Yes, but you said so yourself, you were struggling to manage. I thought it was only right that you get some help.” Coldheart rested a hand on her shoulder with a sickeningly sweet smile. “No need to thank me.”

Darkclaw swallowed back what she really wanted to say, actively fighting the urge to smack him around the face. “I won’t.”

Iema joined her. Iema was wearing a suit like the men, her muscles threatening to tear the fabric apart. “I trust I’ll be given the chance to inspect these new mercenaries.”

Coldheart pursed his lips, looking to Aurelius. “No. Sir Daggernoir already has an existing relationship with the mercenaries. I’m sure you’ve heard all about his successful mission to capture the fake priests.”

“I didn’t know they were fake priests,” Iema said, tactless as ever.

Coldheart smiled magnanimously. “I’m afraid so. It does explain a lot, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose so. How did you discover the priests were fake?” Darkclaw asked.

“Sir Daggernoir interrogated the prisoners,” Coldheart said.

“Is that so? Perhaps I should speak with Sir Daggernoir. A full debrief may be appropriate given the circumstances,” Darkclaw said. She looked around the crowd, seeing Sir Daggernoir had resumed his conversation with Gretel.

“That won’t be possible, I’m afraid,” Coldheart said. His self-satisfied expression was insufferable. “Sir Daggernoir is vital to ensuring the Golden Dawn are familiarised with their new responsibilities. This, combined with his existing duties as a knight, will have him far too busy.”

“But he’s my subordinate; if I order it, he will make time.”

“And as my subordinate, you will follow my order to leave Sir Daggernoir to his business,” Coldheart said. He took a victorious swig of his drink, finishing its contents. He handed Darkclaw the empty glass. “Be a dear and put that away for me. I have more people to speak to.”

He didn’t wait for a response, disappearing into the crowd without another word. Aurelius shadowed him in silence.


Chapter 33: A Dark Knight

Darkclaw left the banquet early. She had never enjoyed them, even when Lord Darkheart was alive. They were too loud and crowded for her taste, and involved far too much food and drink being wasted. Seeing Lord Coldheart in his place only made them worse.

Outside, it was an overcast night. She could only see a few feet in front of her. She cursed herself for wearing such high stiletto heels. Lord Darkheart had once stated a preference for them, since which she had made a point of wearing stilettos to any event he hosted. The problem was they dug into the soft ground beneath her, nearly tripping her with each step she took. Her choice of dress didn’t make her much more manoeuvrable.

Darkclaw felt ki around her. Multiple people were making a beeline towards her, streaming out of alleys on either side of her. She leapt back, finding solid ground, and reached for a sword that was not there. Should’ve worn my fucking armour.

Her assailants were dressed in all black, with daggers in their hands. It was obvious they weren’t after her money. They wanted her life.

“Come at me, curs, I’ll take you all on!” Darkclaw was a swordswoman first and foremost. But she would be ashamed if she became a helpless waif when she was disarmed. For this reason, she had trained in hand to hand combat daily for as long as she could remember.

“Sorry to tell you this. But we’ve got to kill you, Darkclaw,” the lead assassin said. His ki signature was the lowest among them, but his dagger was no less sharp. He charged forward, aiming to gut her. She deflected the dagger with a palm strike before throwing him over her shoulder. Once he dropped the dagger, she took it.

“A little off balance, and shorter than I’m used to, but it’ll have to do. Who’s next?” She spun the blade in her hand, smirking at her would-be killers. One even took a step back. Pathetic.

There were 6 of them, including the one she had downed already. One of them stepped forward, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Listen, we’re not looking to hurt you, pet. We’re just here to-” He lunged at her, trying to take her off guard. Darkclaw saw it coming, parrying and slicing his throat with practiced ease. He fell to the ground, gripping his windpipe.

“Anyone else want to try lying to me?” His ki had given him away. Most ki users briefly increase their power just before attacking. This makes them hit harder, but also makes them predictable to anyone who’s trained to know the signs.

They abandoned any sense of trickery. They charged her as a unit, trying to take her from 4 sides at once. Darkclaw wasn’t dumb enough to try to take them all on at the same time. With or without ki, 4 blades was too many to be certain she wouldn’t get cut. Especially as they all had above average ki themselves. Deciding that discretion was the better part of valour, she Ki Stepped backwards to get away from them.

Once that was done, she disappeared down an unoccupied alleyway. They followed her, including the downed member. No one stopped to check on their dying friend. There was nothing they could’ve done to save him, but Darkclaw still felt it cold to leave him to die by himself.

One upside to Ki sense was that she didn’t need to look back to see she was being followed. She could sense them clearly without ever once looking in their direction. The question was, did she want to go to a populated area or not? It was late at night, so her only options were taverns that stayed open late and brothels. She didn’t imagine that the type of people who were at a tavern in the small hours would be very helpful. Most brothels had strong bouncers, but she hardly wanted to put her life in their hands. The final option was to return to the party, but it was too far away and the assassins were between her and it.

She had hoped that the group would naturally split up during the chase, making it easier to pick them off one at a time. Unfortunately, it seemed they were wise to this tactic and chose to chase her as a unit. They were also consistently on her trail, even when she was out of sight, showing they had some way of tracking her.

That’s a strong ki signature. It could’ve just as easily been another enemy. But avoiding him would’ve meant turning back towards her pursuers. Given the options, she was willing to roll the dice. Rounding the corner, she found herself faced with a brute with a silver club on his back.

“Lady Darkclaw, we need to have a word with you,” he said. At his side was a smaller woman with bright ginger hair. Her ki signature was much smaller.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait your turn.” She came to a stop a safe distance from them, gesturing to the men chasing her. The woman formed a ball of fire in her hand, illuminating the alleyway.

“Who are they?” The woman asked. The men were not discouraged, still coming at her full speed.

“Assassins.”

“Bad guys, huh?” The big man stepped forward, pulling his club off his back. “We can help with that, can’t we, Azula?”

Darkclaw decided to trust her new companions, albeit cautiously. She took a position that allowed her to fight alongside the club wielder, while also keeping an eye on him and Azula. “You’ll regret getting in our way, cretins!” The men descended on them.

They didn’t do well. Faced with 2 warriors and a mage in support, they were quickly overwhelmed. Darkclaw struck to kill, taking out 2 of them. One more was burnt by the mage. Another was knocked unconscious by the club wielder. The final one tried to flee, but a quick Ki Step and a stab to the back ensured that he wouldn’t be reporting to his master.

“You have my thanks for your support. I’m not sure I would have won without your aid,” Darkclaw said, offering them her hand.

“Don’t mention it. We were actually looking for you,” Azula said, shaking her hand like a human by pressing their palms together. “We heard about Gretel’s becoming a knight and were curious how you felt about that.”

“Why would I have any opinion about it?” Darkclaw avoided discussing her fellow knights with people outside of the brotherhood. She did not wish to be seen to be partial, even if she obviously was.

“Because from what we hear you were very loyal to Lord Darkheart, and Gretel killed him,” Azula said.

“That’s quite an accusation. Do you have any proof?” Darkclaw asked. She kept a calm visage, although internally her mind was racing. Could that be correct? Coldheart certainly gained a lot from his brother’s death, but would he really be willing to kill him?

The brute put his club away, looking ashamed. “I saw her do it myself.”

“Tell me everything.”


Chapter 34: The Final Night

“So, tomorrow’s the day,” Azula said. Remus was with her in her bedroom, checking over their armour in preparation for the coming fight. Azula was sitting on the bed, while he was on the floor. Iris had brought the armour from a vendor on the outside of town, pretending to be an adventurer passing through. It had cost the last of the money she had, but considering the circumstances it was unavoidable. They’d worry about what to do afterwards if they survived.

“Yes,” Remus said.

“Are you scared?”

“Yes.” Remus frowned as he tried to put his gauntlets on once again. They were as loose as they could be, but still didn’t fit. Iris had purchased the largest size they had, designed for big orcs, and everything was still too small. Sighing, he tossed them aside.

“You don’t seem very scared,” Azula said, leaning towards him. “You never seem scared.”

“Lorcan always told me to never show fear,” Remus said. “Fear is weakness, and enemies will take advantage of any weakness they can.”

“I guess that’s true.” Azula raised her legs to her chest, hugging them. “I can’t help it, though. I’m always so scared.”

“You shouldn’t be. You’re powerful; you might even be the strongest member of our team.” It was hard to directly compare the strength of a magic user and a warrior. Magic tends to work better at a distance and has useful secondary effects. While Ki-users mostly fight in melee. Remus knew if he tried to fight Azula up close he would win, but starting at a distance she would cook him before he reached her.

“It’s not that. Well, it is but…” Azula sighed, looking at her hands. “My magic destroys stuff. It’s literally all it can do. Fire burns and leaves nothing behind. Over time… I think I became scared of what I can do. I don’t mind burning monsters, but when I use my powers against people…”

Remus stopped what he was doing, turning to Azula, his face set like stone. “You should avoid hurting people. But sometimes there’s no other choice. It’s not wrong to protect yourself.”

“I just wish I had different magic. I tried to use barriers like Gretel, but could never get the knack for it,” Azula said.

“Fire isn’t all about destruction,” Remus said. “When we camped in the mine, you made a fire to keep us warm and to cook… and for light.”

“... I guess.”

Remus sat next to her, taking her hands and cupping them in his. “Make a fire.” Azula was flustered by his sudden contact, but obeyed his command. A small fire formed in her cupped hands. “It’s not destroying anything, is it?”

“Well, no, but that’s because I’ve not hit anything with it. If I let it go, I could burn down this whole tavern,” Azula said.

“If I go on a rampage in my wolf form, I could do even more damage than that,” Remus said seriously. His mind conjured images of the druid fleeing from him, while he chased her like a wild animal. He dismissed them. “Lots of things can be used to destroy stuff. What type of power you have isn’t important. What’s important is how you use your power.”

Azula looked at the flames in her hands, her eyes reflecting the flickering light. “Do you ever wish you weren’t a werewolf?” She turned to Remus, letting the flame continue to burn.

“... sometimes. Or at least, I used to. I thought that if I wasn’t a werewolf, I would have a completely different life. I’d still be with my village, working as a farmer or something.” Remus frowned. He had been so young when he turned, he barely remembered anything about his life before he became a werewolf. “But they cast me out. They rejected me as soon as I became inconvenient to have around. I don’t want to live with people like that.” Remus stopped, realising that he was getting angry again. He was beginning to sound like Lorcan used to, cursing humans for rejecting them. He knew that if he didn’t stop himself, he could end up going down a dark path. Stay calm, stay serene. They have their lives, and you have yours.

Azula let her fire go out, putting her hand on Remus’ cheek. “I’m not going to reject you, Remus.” Remus’ breath caught. Suddenly, he realised how close they were to one another. If Azula moved even a little bit, she would be kissing him.

“I… I won’t reject you either,” he said at last, unsure what she wanted him to say. He stood up, going back to his armour. “This doesn’t fit. I’ll need to use something else.”

Azula stayed sitting on the bed, looking disappointed. Remus wondered if he should rejoin her. She’s better off with someone else. A normal human. I’d just bring her pain. He turned to leave.

“Remus,” Azula said. She stood up. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter that I’m a fire mage, and it doesn’t matter that you’re a werewolf.” She paused, looking at him intensely. “You know that, too, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Remus replied reflexively. He knew that she wanted him to believe it. “I said it.”

Azula didn’t look satisfied. Remus hesitated, wondering if he should say something else. She obviously wanted him too. Remus thought he knew what she wanted him to say, but he knew better than to say it. It would only make things worse.

He left the room, closing the door behind him. Once he was outside, he leaned against the door and sighed. Does it matter? He did believe that Azula didn’t care. And maybe Iris didn’t care. But the problem was that his being a werewolf wasn’t the whole story. He was also a criminal. If they knew what he had done, he doubted they’d still feel the same way. After what I’ve done, I can’t expect anyone to want to be with me. I’ll help save Orin; then I’ll leave. It’s for their own good.

***

After planning for days, they were as confident as they were going to get in their plan. Iris had found Remus milling about in the hallway, and invited him to the room she was renting in the tavern. She was sitting on the bed in a shiny corset and a skirt she had brought a while back but never wore because it was too short. She paired it with fishnets and some platform boots that she had caught him looking at.

Iris was being very clear about what she wanted.

Yet strangely, Remus wasn’t biting (metaphorically, or literally). He had taken a seat at the desk, staying away from her. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“Tomorrow is going to be dangerous. It might be our last night…” Iris stroked the bedsheets invitingly. “If this was going to be your last night on Gaia, what would you like to do?”

“I don’t really know,” Remus said. He looked up at the ceiling, looking deep in thought. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

Iris pursed her lips. “I’d want to do something hedonistic. Just focus on pure pleasure.” Remus nodded, not speaking. “I’m talking about sex, Muscles.”

“I know,” Remus said.

Iris deflated. “Are you gay or something? It’s okay if you are, but please tell me because I’m starting to feel really stupid here…”

“No,” Remus said. “It’s just… I’ve never really told you about why I left Nexus.”

Iris sighed. “Look, I know you were a criminal or whatever. I really don’t care. Half the people in Sunmiss City are criminals.”

“It’s more than that. The things I did…” Remus paused. He looked scared. “I thought I was curing my lycanthropy,” he began. Iris listened closely, never interrupting.

Remus explained what he had done. It was more disturbing than Iris had expected. Lorcan had said he could cure lycanthropy. He claimed all he needed was 2 things: a powerful user of Radiant magic and Mene’s Tear, a magical artifact. Once Iris heard that, she knew what the story was going to be. Even in Sunmiss City, she had heard about the band of crazed werewolves who tried to infect everyone in Nexus with a dark ritual. If he had succeeded, the death count would’ve been immeasurably high. Still, hearing him talk about what he did was something else entirely. He radiated shame as he talked about how he kept the priest in a cell, and how Selene and Lorcan had killed the guards in Caprea. He talked about how he nearly killed a druid who tried to stop him. He had let his anger get the best of him when she taunted him, and lost control.

“I’m honestly not sure what I would have done if I caught her. She shot me in the neck, so I never did but… I think I might have killed her. Or at least, I don’t know that I wouldn’t have.”

By the time he was done, Iris was sitting in shocked silence. Remus hung his head, practically radiating shame. “Wow… okay, that’s … more than I expected.”

“I’ll leave.” Remus stood up, but she caught his hand.

“Would you do it again?” Remus looked down at her bemused.

“Of course not.” Remus’ eyes were wet with tears.

“Then… I don’t mind. I mean, I don’t love it. But you were tricked. I don’t know if Lorcan thought he was doing the right thing or what, but you really were trying to do the right thing. I think that’s different.”

Remus sighed. She let his hand drop. “I used to think that too. But even so, I was willing to kill to get what I wanted. That’s not what good people do. I was acting like a… I wanted to be human again so badly that I let myself become a monster.”

I’m planning to kill Caius. Iris didn’t say that. She had a feeling it wouldn’t help. “But you didn’t. You almost did something horrible, but ultimately you stopped. That makes a difference.” Remus looked unsure. Capitalising on the moment, she grabbed his hand again, looking up at him. “Remus, you get to decide who you are from now on. You can be the guy who blames himself forever, and never enjoys life. Or,”- she put his hand on her chest - “you can enjoy yourself. Do you really think you deserve to be miserable forever?”

Remus swallowed, staring at his hand. Or perhaps more accurately, what was under his hand. Iris noticed his crotch twitching and smirked. Gotcha.

“There’s something else.”

“I promise it won’t make me want this any less.” Iris knew who Remus was. She doubted he had done anything worse than what he said so far. Even if he had done something horrible, she really meant what she said. He wasn’t that man anymore.

“I’m a virgin.” Iris was surprised. She had assumed that a guy as big and muscly as Remus would have slept with someone before. Then again, he did mention living nomadically with only 1 woman he didn’t like.

“Then I guess I’ll have to show you how it’s done.” Iris stood up, smirking up at him. “Trust me. You’re going to love this.”


Chapter 35: First Time

Remus let Iris push him onto the bed, so she was standing between his legs. Their difference in height meant that even sitting she was only at eye level with him. “Let’s start with kissing.” Iris’s eyes dropped to his lips. Remus looked at her shiny black lips, swallowing. “The key is not overthinking it. Just let yourself do whatever you like. I’m not judging. Sex is no fun when your partner is judgy… unless you’re into that.”

Iris kissed him on the lips. Her lips were soft. He let her lead, trying to replicate her motions. He felt her tongue rubbing his bottom lip and parted his own. Her tongue went into his mouth, sliding around his own. It tasted better than he expected; it made him salivate as he kissed her back, trying to do things he thought she would like.

She broke the kiss, panting for breath. “Lots of tongue.” Remus didn’t realise he had used a lot. He wondered if that was bad. “Sloppy. I like it.”

She kissed him again. This time, Remus put his tongue in her mouth. If she liked it sloppy, then he could be very sloppy. He heard her moaning softly, which made him feel strangely proud. Her hands ran through his hair, and she climbed on top of him so she was straddling his lap.

When they broke the kiss, their mouths were connected by a string of spit. “Someone’s excited.” She looked down at his tented trousers. She shifted, so that she was sitting directly above it, then ground against him. “Do you like that?”

“I do.” Remus groaned, feeling tension building.

Iris grabbed his hands, putting them on her chest. “Play with them. Tonight, they’re all yours, Muscles.” Remus squeezed them. The corset was stiff, but smooth under his hands. Rubbing it was nice, but he wanted to feel what was underneath. Raising his hands higher, he scooped her breasts out. The sight of her pert nipples had him practically salivating with desire. Iris leaned over, so she was whispering in his ear, “You can do whatever you want to me.”

Remus needed no further encouragement. He licked all around her tits; covering them in his spit. His enhanced senses meant he could taste her salty sweat, the taste making him even harder. “So big.” He swirled his tongue around her breast. “So tasty.” He sucked on it, filling his mouth with her tit. He lapped at it with his tongue, listening to her moans.

“That’s it. More. Keep going.” Iris pulled him in closer, smooching his face into her chest. “I’m yours. Keep sucking my fat tits. Lick them. Suck them. Bite them.” Remus let his teeth sink into her, feeling the soft yielding flesh. Iris cried out, throwing her head back in pleasure. “Yes!”

Remus grabbed the back of her head, pulling her into another passionate kiss. He wasn’t timid this time. He went straight for it, shoving his tongue in her mouth and tasting everything. She rubbed her crotch against his. He ran his hand through her dark tresses, feeling the silky locks between his fingers. It felt so good, so natural. He didn’t want to stop. Following his instinct, he trailed kisses along her cheek until he reached her ear. When he reached it, he sucked on her earlobe. “Mine.”

“I’m yours,” Iris said happily. “Pull my hair.” Remus pulled back slightly, seeing her seductive, borderline manic grin. “Pull my hair hard.”

Earlier that night, Remus would’ve said there was nothing that would make him hurt Iris. Seeing that crazed grin, he changed his mind. He wanted to see how she would react. Grabbing a fistful of hair, he yanked it back.

“Ha!” Iris’s expression looked borderline orgasmic. “Yes. Don’t stop. I’m yours. You can do whatever you want to me.”

Remus pulled her into a rough kiss, ravaging her mouth. Releasing her hair, he tore her corset open, making her tits bounce free. He was briefly mesmerised by the sight of the large bouncing fun bags, but soon caught himself. He grabbed the one he had already tasted, squeezing it in the palm of his massive hand. He ran his tongue over the other, relishing the taste of Iris on his tongue. “These belong to me.”

“All of me belongs to you,” Iris said, her voice high-pitched with pleasure. She wrapped her hands around his head, as if pulling him deeper into her chest. “I’m yours.”

Remus kept going, tasting every part of her breasts and chest. He didn’t want there to be a single inch of her that he hadn’t personally sampled. He saved her nipple for last. It was his dessert, only to be sampled after he had tasted everything else. When he finally touched it, her moan turned into a cry of pleasure. He wrapped his lips around it, circling it with his tongue. The pert nub got harder and harder, growing in his mouth. Once it was fully erect, he took it between his teeth, biting down on it.

“Yes, bite me. Keep biting me. Pull my hair. Hurt me. I want to feel it,” Iris cried out. Remus pulled her head by her hair, grinning down at her. “I’m a slut. I’m a dirty slut that likes being hurt.”

“I’m going to hurt you. Don’t worry about that,” he promised, smirking at her. “But I’m also going to make you feel good, because you’re my slut.”

Remus would never forget the look on Iris’s face. A combination of arousal mixed with mania. “I’m your slut. I’m all yours.” She reached down, undoing the buttons on her skirt. “All of me belongs to you.” She kneeled up, tearing away her skirt to reveal her shiny latex thong. She was in nothing but a thong, fishnets and boots. She put her hand on his chest, pushing softly. Remus let her push him down. “You like tasting me, don’t you, Muscles?”

“I do,” Remus said. She shuffled forward, dragging her latex-covered crotch across his chest. He could feel the wet heat against his skin, a promise of what was to come. “I want to taste every part of you.”

“That can be arranged,” she whispered. Her crotch was just below his chin. “Go ahead. Take what belongs to you.”

Remus wrapped his hands around her waist, groping her ass cheeks. His fingers sank into the soft globes of her ass, feeling her flesh bulging between his fingers. He pulled her up, making her yelp happily. She sat above his mouth, her panties the only thing separating him from her most intimate place. He took the pesky piece of fabric between his teeth, pulling it to the side.

Then he got his first look at Iris’ pussy. It was pretty and pink, a tight slit between her legs that was dripping with juice. The smell of her arousal filled his nose, driving him mad with lust. He snaked his tongue into her, exploring the tight folds joyfully. “Hmm, that’s it. Get in there. It’s yours. You can do whatever you want. No wrong answers.”

Iris tasted delicious. Remus would’ve happily kept licking her for hours, coaxing out her juices, then slurping them up. He experimented with different ways. He found licking her clit gave a clear reaction, but she also liked it when he speared her insides with his tongue. The feeling of her pussy wrapping around him was a thrill. “Ride my face.”

Iris looked down at him, biting her lip. She obeyed his command, moving her pussy back and forth while he held out his tongue. She ground her sensitive spots against him, mewling with pleasure as she got wetter and wetter. The sight of her writhing with pleasure was intoxicating. He held her boots as she moved, feeling the smooth latex under his hands. “Ha. It’s good. Riding your face is making me feel so good.”

Her movements were getting more uneven. She tried to keep her pace steady, but Remus could see the pleasure was getting to her. She bucked, her boobs bouncing about wildly. Remus grabbed her hips, pulling her down into his face. He concentrated entirely on her clit this time, licking it back and forth as fast as his tongue could handle. The effect was even better than he hoped.

“Fuck! Yes. Don’t stop. You’re making me feel so good. Please, whatever you do, don’t stop!” Iris hunched down, grabbing the bed sheets so hard her knuckles turned white. “Your slut is cumming. You’re making me have an orgasm on your tongue.”

Remus had never made a woman orgasm before. He decided he liked doing it. Seeing her face contorting with pleasure as she moaned his name was addictive. The taste of her juices on his tongue was even better. He lapped up her cum happily, knowing his cheeks and chin were now dripping with the evidence of her pleasure.

“So good. You made me feel so good, Remus,” Iris mumbled. She slipped down his body and looked down at him, her hair blocking his view of everything but her face like a tunnel. “Are you sure you’ve never done that before?”

“I think I’d remember,” Remus quipped. Iris laughed, licking her lips.

“I guess you’re just a natural then.” She kissed him deeply, her tongue rolling around his own. “I can taste myself on your lips. Is it slutty that I like the taste?” Remus’ cock was already rock hard, but hearing her talk about tasting herself made him even harder. Iris laughed when she felt him twitching beneath her. “You’re so excited. You like that I’m a slut for you, don’t you?”

“I do.” Remus slapped her ass, the sound echoing around the room. “You’re a good slut.”

“Only for you.” She kissed his cheek. She kept kissing and licking until she was by his ear again. “You made me feel so good. I think it’s only right that I repay the favour.”

“How are you going to do that?” Remus asked. Iris grabbed his crotch through his trousers, making him gasp.

“Take a guess. You might get lucky.” She shimmied down his body until she was kneeling on the floor between his calves. She looked up at him, grinning maniacally again as she leaned towards his crotch. She rubbed her face against it, feeling him twitch beneath her. “Aren’t you going to guess?”

Remus’ eyes were glued to her as she rubbed against his crotch, occasionally kissing at the fabric. “Are you going to … suck my cock?”

Iris laughed. “You’re so clever.” She grabbed his zipper between her teeth, pulling it down in one smooth motion. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” She pulled down his trousers, exposing his boxers. She was practically vibrating with excitement when she pulled the boxer shorts down. “Woah.”

She was staring at his hard cock, frozen. “Is… Is there something wrong with it?”

“There’s definitely nothing wrong with it,” she said, her eyes wide with excitement. “Nothing wrong with this at all. Lucky for you, I’m a size queen.”

“A what?” Remus groaned as she licked his cock from base to tip.

“A size queen is a slut who enjoys playing with large dicks,” Iris said, kissing the side of his dick repeatedly, slowly making her way to the tip. Once she reached it, she gave it a wet, tongue-filled kiss. “And this, big man, is the perfect cock for a size queen like me.”

She lowered herself onto his dick, letting her lips wrap around it. Remus didn’t have many reference points for how large a penis normally would be, but seeing her joy he was glad he was the size he was. She kept going down, dragging her lips along it. Eventually, he hit her throat, but that didn’t stop her. She pushed down, her throat bulging as it accommodated his length inside her. Remus groaned at the sight, his cock twitching like mad. This was without a doubt the hottest thing he had ever seen.

Her eyes teared up as she struggled to contain it. Her throat quaked around him, then she spat him out. “Fuck, you're so big.”

“You took the whole thing,” Remus said. His cock was dripping with spit. Iris’ breath tickled his cock.

“I’ve practiced with toys. I wanted to be a good cock-sucking whore,” Iris said. She slurped up the spit from the side of his cock. “So tasty.”

She swirled her tongue around his tip, teasing his glans. “That’s it. Suck my cock, slut.”

Iris wrapped her lips around it, bobbing up and down on his member. She used her hand to work his shaft, while her tongue lapped at him hungrily. Remus twitched, feeling the first drops of precum drop into her mouth. Iris moaned whorishly, looking up at him with smouldering eyes. “Cum in my mouth. I want to taste your thick, salty cum. I promise I’ll drink it all like a good cock-sucking whore.”

Remus fell back in bliss. He had never felt better than when she was sucking his cock. Her pillowy lips and wet tongue worked to bring him as much pleasure as possible. Yet, for some reason, he felt compelled to grab her by the hair. “You’re a good cock-sucker. But I want to feel your throat again.”

“Do it. Fuck my face. It’s just a hole for pleasing your huge cock,” Iris slurred out, her tongue hitting his tip as she spoke. Remus smirked as he pressed her down, sliding his cock deeper into her mouth until he was poking her throat. He felt it twitch, then relax, welcoming him inside obediently.

“You’ve got a wicked throat.” He went all the way in, pressing her face into his crotch. Her nose was pressed into his pubes, giving her no choice but to smell his scent. “If you want it rough, I’ll show you what rough feels like.”

He wrenched her back until she was almost completely off his cock. Then slammed down again. He gave her no time to recover, yanking her back and forth relentlessly. Any thought of being gentle went out the window. He pumped his hips, giving it to her with as much force as he could manage. Spit dripped down her chin. Yet, throughout it all, her expression was one of pure bliss.

“Such a fucking whore. You’re getting off on being used like this. You like being a fuck toy.” Remus growled as he twitched in her throat. He felt animalistic, driven by pure lust as he pounded into her again and again. Pressure built as his cock readied for release. He knew she wanted it in her mouth, and he had no intention of disappointing.

Without hesitation, he unloaded straight into her mouth, howling with pleasure as he filled her. She puffed out her cheeks as she struggled to hold it all. With nowhere else for it to go, it dripped down her chin and onto her bare breasts, but even then Remus didn’t stop. He pulled back, blasting her face, painting the whore white with his seed.

When he was finally done, she had one eye closed to stop the cum getting into it, her chin covered and her cheeks dripping with cum. She swallowed the huge load in her mouth, visibly struggling. “Fuck… that’s a lot of cum…” She scooped some off of her tits, licking it off of her finger with a moan. “It tastes delicious. I never knew cum was so yummy.” Remus’ cock twitched back to life. The sight of her happily drinking his cum was too much to ignore. “You’re hard again already?” Remus growled, letting his hard cock poke her in the face. She laughed manically. She scooped the rest of the cum off, then wiped her face and chest clean with a towel.

“I want more.” Remus grabbed her tit roughly.

“Don’t worry, I’m not a quitter. You can use me until your balls are completely empty.” Iris bit her lip. “I’m not satisfied until you’re satisfied, even if that means drinking your cum all night.” Remus looked at her wet thong. Her fishnet stockings were squeezing her plump thighs, her boots shining beneath them. “You want more than a blowjob.” Iris bit her lip, running her hand down her flat belly until it rested over her thong as if shielding her pussy. “So do I.”

She ripped the thong off, literally tearing it in half, and discarded it. Remus was finally able to see her fully exposed. She bore everything to him. “Delicious.” He licked his lips, the phantom taste making him salivate.

“You’ve got me stripped down to my stockings, yet you’re still fully dressed,” Iris said, licking her lips playfully. She spread her legs wider, giving him a better view of her womanhood.

Remus grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her towards him. She gasped happily at the dominant gesture. “That’s because you’re a whore. Whores are supposed to be naked, while men keep their clothes on and use them.”

Iris practically melted at his words. Her legs wobbled weakly. If Remus wasn’t holding her up by the neck, he had no doubt that she would be kneeling on the floor. “Yes. I’m a whore. I’m your dirty whore.” She spread her pussy-lips apart, revealing the smooth flesh within. “So use me. Fuck this dirty whore with your giant cock. You’re so much bigger and stronger than me; I want to feel like the pathetic little slut that I am. I want you to dominate me with that huge, bitch-breaking cock until all I can do is moan your name and beg for more!”

If she hadn’t lost it before, she definitely had now. She was completely overtaken by her passion and lust. Remus was too. She pounced on top of him, rubbing her wet pussy against his cock, smearing it with her juices. She sat behind it, holding it against her pussy between her thighs. Remus growled, grabbing her fat ass. “Enough teasing. Time for the real thing.”

He lifted her up, lining up her pussy so that she was hovering above his dick. She was so wet her juices were literally dripping onto him, preparing his cock to take her. “It’s so big. I’m not sure my tiny little hole will be able to take it.” She ground against the tip, massaging it with the folds of her pussy.

With a crazed grin, she pressed herself down on top of him. She moaned loudly as it filled her; her folds stretching open to accommodate it. “Fuck, you're tight.”

“I’ve never tried to take anything this big before,” Iris said, her voice strained from the effort. “Even my biggest toys aren’t this-fuck- aren’t this fucking huge.” She stopped, closing her eyes and biting her lip. He wasn’t even halfway inside her.

Remus helped her move up again, groaning at the feeling of her squeezing him out of her again. Then she dropped, this time taking a little more of him into her. “So good.”

She grabbed his shirt, holding him tight as she settled into a rhythm. Each time she dropped down again she would moan, her lip quivering as she struggled to handle his size. “This cock… it’s too amazing. I’ve never felt anything like this.”

Remus laughed, giving her a playful spank. “Good slut. Keep riding.”

“It’s divine,” she babbled. “This is the cock I’ve been searching for. All my life has been leading up to this moment. I was always supposed to be your whore, and service you with my slutty holes.”

Remus had never heard a woman say stuff like this before. He liked it. It made him feel powerful. Dominant. Gripping her ass, he supported her movements, helping her move up and down on his member, milking him. “You belong to me now. I’ve claimed you with my cock. Nothing else will ever compare.”

“Ha… yes. This perfect cock is reshaping my cunt hole. It’s training me to crave the pleasure only it can provide.” She grabbed her own tits; squeezing them so hard they turned red under her hands. “I promise to devote the rest of my life to serving your magnificent dick. I’ll worship you day and night. No matter what happens, I’ll always be there to suck, fuck and please you. Your cock is the best cock in the whole world, so I’ll always be an obedient slut for it!”

With one last rough slam down, she had him fully shafted inside of her. Her belly bulged around his member, a lewd sign of how they were joined together. “It looks good on you,” Remus joked, stroking the bulge.

Iris laughed, rubbing it lovingly. “Thank you for letting me experience this cock inside my slutty holes.”

“You’re welcome,” Remus said, laughing along with her. He gave her a firm smack on the ass. “Now, get riding, bitch. I’m nowhere near finished.”

Iris gasped, rocking back and forth on his member gently. “Where are you going to cum?” She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him close so her mouth was by his ear. “I want it inside me. I want to feel your giant load filling me up.”

Remus stopped holding back. He let his instincts guide him, lifting her up by her thick thighs without ever taking his dick out from inside her. He pinned her against the nearest wall, ravishing her without restraint. He wrapped his lips around her neck. She was already moaning like a whore.

It wasn’t long before he felt her tensing around his cock. “I’m cumming. Your god-like cock is making this cum slut cum!”

Remus didn’t slow down. He kept ramming into her as she orgasmed, determined to make her feel as good as possible. The feeling of her clamping down around him was delicious, making him groan with pleasure as he fucked her. Her slick walls provided a loving home for his raging hard-on.

“So good. Your cock made me feel so good,” Iris whispered in his ear. “Keep going. Use my cunt until you’re satisfied.”

She bit down on his neck, then licked at the skin just like he had done to her. The walls were shaking from the force of the fucking, but Remus didn’t care. The only thing in his world at that moment was Iris, the beautiful woman he was fucking like a cheap whore. He could feel his pleasure building. Just like when he came in her throat, his cock started twitching inside her. He pressed her harder against the wall, speeding up his thrusts. She clamped down, her body begging him for more pleasure. “Cum you slut!”

Remus said it out of pure desire. He never thought she would actually obey. “Yes! I’m cumming, I’m cumming from your giant cock again!” Remus joined her a moment after, his resistance dropping the moment he knew she was satisfied. He pumped her full of cum, spraying her insides again and again as she had her own orgasm on his cock. His pounding was relentless, continuing even as his cum dripped down his cock and onto the floor.

He pulled his dick out, followed by a deluge of cum that fell onto the ground with a splatter. He lowered her to the ground. She tried to stand, but quickly crumbled as her legs gave out. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m right where I want to be,” Iris said. She licked his cock, slurping the residual cum off of its side. “I need to clean the cock that gifted me this delicious nectar.” She kept licking and slurping, not missing a single spot. She was very thorough, even sucking at the tip to try to draw out the last drops. Then, when it was completely licked clean, she looked at his balls. “Your balls made me my treat. Can this slut lick them clean for you?”

Remus could see she was being earnest. She really wanted to suck his balls. “Do it.”

She wasn’t reserved. With a joyful squeal, she started lapping at his scrotum, wiggling her tongue about joyfully in her quest to find more of his cum. She even sucked his balls into her mouth, kneading them with her tongue to give him more pleasure. “Such sacred balls. They make the cum your glorious cock gives to me.”

His cock was resting on her face. Remus looked down at her, admiring how beautifully shameless she was. She kept sucking until his balls were slick with her spit. She lapped at places that had never had any cum on them, proving this was about more than just his jizz. When she was done, she released his ball with a pop.

Then she turned to the puddle on the floor. “It’s such a waste, letting your cum be spilled like that.” Iris bit her lip, looking up at him with big doe eyes. “I should clean it up. Shouldn’t I?”

Remus swallowed. Is she really going to do it? By now, the manic look in her eyes was starting to become familiar. She loved every second of their game. She wanted to go further. Who was Remus to refuse her something that brought her so much joy? “Yes. Clean it up.”

“I could use a towel.” She made no move to get one. “But then I wouldn’t get to taste it.” She got on her hands and knees, taking a long sniff of his cum. “Delicious. Such a strong, manly scent. The taste is even better. I wonder how it tastes cold.” She ran her tongue over the puddle, her eyes lolling shut with pleasure. Scooping the cum up, she moaned. “So fucking tasty.” Remus could see the cum in her mouth as she spoke. She was holding onto it. Savouring it. Loving it.

With a deliberate swallow, she let out a long, needy moan. “Drink it all, slut.”

Iris’s eyes sparkled at his order. “As you wish.” She lapped at the floor like a dog, drinking the cum until there was none left. Even then, she kept licking. It was as if she couldn’t accept there was no more of it to drink. When she was done, she pouted at him, her thick black lips begging for attention. “I’m all out.”

“No, you’re not,” Remus husked. He pointed between her legs. Her thighs were smeared with cum, and her cunt was stuffed to the brim.

“You want me to drink the cum that’s inside me?” She asked, faux innocently. She scooped up the cum from her thighs, then sucked it off of her fingers. She dropped the act as she let out the longest, lewdest moan yet. “I’ll do it… if you watch.”

“You couldn’t tear me away from this,” Remus said. He wasn’t lying. This was the best, most sexual thing he had seen in his life. By far. He was rock hard just watching her drink his cum, his cock begging to ravage her. At the same time, he couldn’t stand the idea of interrupting her.

She sat with her legs spread wide, her boots and fishnets making this look even more sexual than it already was. Slowly, she ran a finger up and down her pussy, scooping out the first dollop of cum. Lifting it to her lips, she licked it off with a happy squeal. “It tastes so good. Maybe even better when mixed with my cunt juice.”

“Have more. I want you to be sure.”

“I bet you do.” She pushed her fingers inside her this time, rooting around to draw out his cum from her cunt. When she drew her fingers out, they were covered in the sticky white liquid. “There it is. This is the result of our labour. The perfect treat for a dirty cum slut like me.”

She pushed her fingers into her mouth, caving in her cheeks as she sucked on them. She thrust into her own mouth, acting like she was fellating her own fingers. The whole time she kept moaning and making fuck-me eyes at Remus. “Is… is it good?”

“It’s the best,” Iris said. She held her hands out in front of her, squeezing her breasts between her biceps. “But now I’m all out, and I’m still so thirsty,” she said sweetly. “Can you please help me with that?”

She gave his hard cock a meaningful look. “Tell me what you want,” Remus ordered. Iris licked her lips, laughing to herself.

“Isn’t it obvious?” She stood up, sauntering over to the bed. She crawled onto the surface, pointing her ass at him. She smirked over her shoulder. “I want a refill. I want to feel that perfect, giant cock ravaging my insides. Once wasn’t enough. I want- I need - to have you inside me again. Right. Fucking. Now.”

Remus pounced on her. He shoved his cock into her wet folds. This time, she accepted him easily, her cunt already stretched out from the last time he used her. This meant he could instantly go full speed, ravishing her as hard and fast as he was able. Iris cried out with joy as he pounded her, her boobs swinging back and forth hypnotically.

He grabbed her tits; massaging them. “Don’t be so gentle. I want to feel how strong you are. Crush my fat fucking tits.” Remus was happy to comply. She cried out at the sudden pain, her pussy clamping down as he hurt her.

“You get tighter when I hurt you,” Remus growled.

“Then hurt me more! I want to be a good fucktoy for you. Hurt me until you’re bored with my fat cow tits and slutty ass!” Remus smacked her ass harshly, feeling her clamp down on him again. “Harder! I’m a slut, and sluts deserve to be punished!”

Remus spanked her hard enough to leave a handprint at the same time he grabbed a handful of her hair, rearing her back as he pounded her. “How’s this for rough, slut?”

“More. Slap me.” He slapped her face. “Yes. Slap me more. Keep going!” He slapped her again, this time harder. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, but she kept begging for more punishment.

Remus was happy to provide. He spanked her, slapped her, crushed her tits and more. It wasn’t long before all 4 of her cheeks, and both her tits, were bright red. Her face was wet with tears, yet she kept crying out for more.

“This is heaven. Your god-cock has taken me to heaven,” she babbled, thrusting back to meet him. Remus changed tack, focusing on grinding her clit while he pounded her. “So good. It’s so fucking good. I’m going to cum again. I’m going to cum from your perfect cock!”

“Do it. Let’s cum. I’ll fill you up while you cum your brains out!” Remus sped up, the sound of their hips slapping going from an andante to a furious vivace. It was accompanied by the sound of Iris moaning and Remus growling. “Cum. Cum like the slutty masochist you are.”

Iris grabbed her own boobs; crushing them in her hands. “I’m cumming! It hurts so much but feels so good. Don’t stop. Don’t fucking stop.”

Remus’ own orgasm hit shortly after. He flooded her insides just like before. Even after 3 orgasms, he still had plenty of jizz to fill her with, his cum overflowing her pussy and dripping down her thighs onto her stockings. Remus pulled out, seeing her pussy was still gaping open as if expecting his cock again. “I really did stretch you out.”

Iris rolled onto her back, looking at her gaping cunt with a dumb grin. “It’s perfect. Now it’ll be able to take your giant cock whenever you want to use me.” She scooped more cum off her thigh, drinking it with a happy grin. “Assuming this isn’t a onetime thing.”

“How could you even think I wouldn’t want to do this again?” Remus said, smirking at her. Iris licked her lips.

“Good. Because… I definitely want to do this again. Your cum’s way too tasty to only have once.” Remus’ eyes went wide. Iris laughed at him. “Speaking of there’s still some cum left on your cock. And as a slut, it’s my duty to ensure you go to sleep with a clean cock.”

She dived in happily, deepthroating him with shocking ease. She sucked his soft cock, quickly cleaning it before moving down to his balls and licking them clean as well. “You’re really good at that.”

“Thanks,” Iris said, sticking her tongue out. Remus let himself collapse, feeling exhausted after so many orgasms. Iris laid down next to him, resting her head on his chest. “Remus, I think I’m in love with you.”

“I love you too.” Remus wrapped her up in a hug, holding her tight against him. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. But right then, in that moment, he felt truly at peace for the first time in a long time.


Chapter 36: Last Day

“So, today’s the day,” Wolfgang said.

“That’s right. My execution will be at dusk,” Orin said.

Wolfgang was the guard in charge of overseeing Orin. He wasn’t a Dark Knight, or even training to be one.

He was just a regular guy who needed a job and was willing to put up with sitting in a dungeon with criminals and other prisoners. Before, he had always felt confident that the majority of the people in the dungeons were criminals. Since Lord Coldheart had taken power, he was less sure.

Every day, there seemed to be someone new being brought down. Under Lord Darkheart, he had been encouraged to ask what they had done. Lord Darkheart felt transparency was an important part of ensuring he treated people fairly. Lord Coldheart did not share that belief, ordering Wolfgang to be distinctly uncurious.

The problem with this was it meant all Wolfgang heard about the prisoners was what the guys at the tavern told him. And they seemed to think that most of them were priests and other do-gooders who had for some reason rubbed Lord Coldheart the wrong way. Orin, Wolfgang actually knew. He was the mayor of Sunmiss City, and a good man. Since he arrived, he hadn’t been given food once. He had been in his cell for 10 days. In that time, he had grown incredibly thin, his muscles wasting away as his body tried to sustain itself with nothing available.

Wolfgang had starved prisoners before, usually those that were particularly vile or dangerous. But Orin didn’t seem like either. So Wolfgang did something he had never done before: he broke the rules. Sneaking in food wasn’t hard. With so many of the Dark Knights dead from the collapsed mine, they were woefully short staffed, allowing Wolfgang to walk in with an entire goat curry without anyone saying a word.

“Orin, don’t tell anyone I gave you this,” Wolfgang said, slipping the bowl through the bars. “Everyone should have a last meal.”

Orin smiled weakly, accepting the offered food. He ate it ravenously, his manners forgotten in his hunger. Wolfgang found it a little uncomfortable to watch. No one should ever be that hungry. When he was done, Orin literally licked the bowl clean before he handed it back to him. “Bless you, lad.”

“It’s the least I could do,” Wolfgang said. Orin closed his eyes.

“A man such as you should be a knight,” Orin said. “It’s a shame they have you wasting away down here with us.”

“I won’t argue with that. But there’s not much choice,” Wolfgang said. He had hoped to become one once, but without a sponsor from a noble or another knight it was impossible. So he became a prison guard instead. Wolfgang shrugged helplessly. Orin grunted, sipping from the bowl of well water he had been given.

“Will you be at my execution?”

“I will, I need to file a report confirming your death.” Orin nodded slowly.

“I understand. And the others?” Wolfgang shifted awkwardly.

“I’ll report their deaths as well.”

Orin hummed. “If you feel you’re doing the wrong thing, it’s never too late to stop.”

“It’s not that simple. This is my job.”

“It’s never simple. But then, you already know that. Thank you for the curry.” Orin went to his bed. “Wake me up when it’s time for me to die. I’d be awfully embarrassed if I overslept and missed it.”

***

Orin stepped out of the cart, his hands in chains. He looked around the main square of Icereach, taking in the place he was fated to die. Several market stalls had been cleared away, replaced with a large stage with an executioner’s block. A path had been cordoned off, allowing the prisoners to walk to their final destination unmolested. One by one, the prisoners would be walked down the path and, one by one, they would be killed. Already, people were milling about; some were shopping, but others were looking at the stage with naked excitement.

“You need to walk, sir,” Wolfgang said, pushing his back gently.

Orin shuffled forward, looking at the faces of the various people who had come to see him. Some looked morose. Others looked confused. A few looked pleased, seemingly viewing his death as some sort of entertainment. Orin glared at the latter group.

“Bloody criminal!” A rotten tomato flew. Orin watched it splat onto the ground before him.

“Perhaps you should work on your aim, lad,” Orin taunted. A man bared his teeth at him, revealing he was missing several.

“Come here and say that to my face.”

“If you’re going to threaten to kill me, you’ll find it’s too late for that.” Orin kept walking, ignoring his passing jeers. He had already accepted his lot in life. He could at least take solace in the fact that Iris got away.

My life for hers. It’s not a bad deal.

He climbed the steps to the stage. Even that made him tired in his weakened state. On the stage, Caius was waiting with a vicious smirk on his face. Lord Coldheart was beside him, trying to look dignified. Gretel was the only knight present, wearing her pink armour and wielding a silver wand. Finally, there was a hooded man holding a large axe.

“Tell me, good sir, what is your profession?” Orin asked the axeman. He growled, pushing Orin to his knees.

“Shut it.”

“I don’t even get the answer to my final question. What a sad death I will have,” Orin said sarcastically. The executioner chained him to the block, so that his head was resting in the groove ready to be removed.

Wolfgang moved to stand next to Lord Coldheart. “The prisoner has been delivered, m’lord. The others are in the cart; as is standard practice, they will be released one at a time so they may have some privacy in death.”

Orin laughed out loud at the ridiculousness of the statement. He was facing a crowd of strangers, and they considered this a private death? I suppose at least the guards are stopping the crowd from actually touching me. They had formed a perimeter around the stage, ensuring no one could climb up. Orin noticed that while the guards had the black heart crest on their chests, they were not Dark Knights. They were the mercenaries that Coldheart had hired to raid the tavern. He had heard all about them from his fellow prisoners.

“Yes, yes. You can go now,” Lord Coldheart said.

Wolfgang stayed in place. “Um… I’m supposed to witness the death, m’lord. So I can confirm he is dead.” Lord Coldheart rolled his eyes.

“Let’s just get on with it.”

The executioner stepped forward, his axe balanced on his shoulder. “Right away, m’lord.”

“Stop right there!” Wolfgang stepped forward, waving his hands about. “The prisoner is entitled to his final words.”

Lord Coldheart’s glare was withering, but Wolfgang held his ground. “Fine. But make it quick. We’ve got 10 of these to get through.”

The executioner stepped back. “Right-o, have at it.”

Wolfgang looked at Orin. “Do you have any last words?”

Orin paused, letting the moment hang in the air. There was only one thing he could say. Only one thing that would have any value. Even if he knew no one would believe him.

“People of Icereach. I have been accused of killing your ruler, but this is a lie. The true killer is none other than your new lordship, Coldheart!”

The crowd gasped. Then they burst out laughing. “If you’re gonna lie, maybe say something believable next time!” One man shouted.

“There won’t be a next time!” another said, voice filled with cruel joy. The laughter grew as the crowd took turns insulting him.

“Satisfied?” Lord Coldheart asked. Wolfgang nodded meekly, stepping out of the way. “Good, now let’s get this over with.”


Chapter 37: Treason

“Wait!”

Lady Darkclaw marched through the crowd, the citizens parting before her like water. A troop of Dark Knights followed behind her in a triangular formation. She stopped when she reached the line of mercenaries guarding the stage. “Lord Coldheart. We have reason to believe that Orin is innocent of the crimes he’s being charged with. As leader of the Dark Knights, I hereby order a stay of execution.”

“Lady Darkclaw, you have no right to do that. I am the lord of this city, and I say he’s guilty. Execute him at once!” The executioner stood around awkwardly.

“Lady Darkclaw, this is your last chance; leave us now or I’ll have you all thrown in the dungeon for treason,” Coldheart said. The Dark Knights were unmoved. “Fine, Aurelius, show them what a loyal knight looks like.”

Aurelius stepped forward from within the group of mercenaries, resting his hand on his sword. “Yes, my lord.”

Darkclaw smiled at the other so-called leader of the Dark Knights. She didn’t look back at her Dark Knights to confirm they were with her; she knew they were. “For Lord Darkheart.”

“For Lord Darkheart!” Her men cried in unison. She ran forward, drawing her sword in one smooth motion. Aurelius drew his own, swinging to remove her head. She ducked, delivering her own attack at his stomach. He back-stepped, avoiding it fluidly.

“You’re skilled. I guess you weren’t hired for no reason at all,” Darkclaw said. Aurelius didn’t say a word. He ran his finger along the blade of his sword, and its colour changed to a golden hue. “Not a bad party trick. Does it do anything else?”

Aurelius slashed at her, but he was too far away. Darkheart realised why at the last second, raising her own sword to block his as it extended. Aurelius grimaced as he realised his ploy had failed.

“Very interesting. A simple power, but a potentially dangerous one.” All around them, Dark Knights were fighting members of the Golden Dawn. Naturally, Darkclaw’s Dark Knights were superior. The problem was that the foolish peasants were staying to watch, rather than fleeing. This meant the Dark Knights had to ensure they didn’t get caught in the crossfire. “If you’re getting serious, I’ll do the same thing.”

***

“Oh, for Mene’s sake. Someone hurry up and kill Orin already,” Lord Coldheart cried. Darkclaw’s treason was an inconvenience, but that was all. He knew he would have to remove her sooner or later, and her publicly betraying him made it all the easier to ensure that everyone would view her as the villain.

Aurelius was not a big talker, but Lord Coldheart knew he could win. He had more mercenaries, and Darkclaw was a fool who tried to protect the peasants. If she were willing to forsake them, she might have a chance. But Lord Coldheart had all the cards, including Orin and a cart filled with other prisoners.

The executioner stepped forward, raising his axe. “Time to -”

A werewolf vaulted onto the stage, tackling the executioner to the ground. It roared in his face, making him drop the axe in terror. “What in the world?” Lord Coldheart stepped back. This was far too close for his liking. “Gretel, do something!”

***

Gretel was thrilled to have another chance to defeat Remus. Even better, the evil Dark Knights had revealed themselves, so now she could fight alongside the righteous and purge the city of the evildoers. So far, she had lost to Remus every time they fought. But heroines always lose the early fights against monsters. That way, when they’re strong enough to defeat them, it’s that much more meaningful.

I can show everyone. There’s an audience that’ll see me save the day. Gretel twirled her wand with a flourish, creating a set of magical arrows aimed straight at Remus. He growled, thrashing about in a vain attempt to defend himself. “Die evildoer! Face the power of my holy wand!”

The arrows flew towards him from every angle, ready to impale him. Then they disappeared. Remus laughed, his disgusting deep voice mocking her. “Seems like your holiness isn’t very strong.”

Gretel seethed internally, but she made sure not to show it. There was an audience watching her. She couldn’t afford to be anything less than perfect. “Have no fear, citizens, I will save the day!” What the hell happened?

She created another set of arrows, making twice as many. There would be no trickery this time. Or so she thought. The arrows disappeared. This time she saw why. Hiding in the audience was a certain gothic villain. Her hands were glowing with darkness. She’s using her evil magic to counter my holy power. “Iris’s here. Caius, you’ve got to help me.”

Caius looked at her in shock. “Did she just call you Caius?” Wolfgang asked. Gretel cursed, suddenly remembering that she wasn’t supposed to do that.

“It was… it was an accident,” Gretel finished weakly. Caius laughed faintly.

“Caius is a wanted criminal. Why is he acting as your priest, Coldheart?” Darkclaw was still fighting Aurelius, but even so she made sure to shout so people would hear her accusations. Caius’ laughter grew even louder.

Lord Coldheart rolled his eyes. “He’s only a criminal if I say he is. I decide who's innocent and who's guilty. No one else gets to choose!”

“Lord Coldheart, I am arresting you,” Darkclaw called.

“You’re arresting me? You arrest people under my authority, you fool. If I do not grant you permission, you can’t arrest anyone,” Lord Coldheart said.

“But I can do whatever I want,” Remus said. He charged towards Lord Coldheart.

“Want to bet?” Caius threw Remus to the ground, his body shrouded in shadows.

“Caius, you have my permission to eliminate this, and any other threat,” Lord Coldheart said. “It’s time we clean-up this city.” 


Chapter 38: Noble Power

Lord Coldheart didn’t care about the audience. The peasants could believe him to be a righteous man or a villain. In truth, it made no difference. All that mattered was power. If the Dark Knights were not loyal to him, then he would destroy them. The fact that he had the power to do so would be all they remembered.

Lord Coldheart watched as Remus tried to stab Caius with his claws. It wouldn’t have worked either way, but Gretel blocked them with a barrier. This allowed Caius to summon his claws, aiming to gut Remus. Perhaps he would have succeeded if a burst of fire hadn’t forced him to retreat.

“Forget about me?” Azula asked. Azula leapt onto the stage in a storm of fire, landing across from Gretel. “Gretel, it’s time we end this!”

The fire witch started fighting Gretel, who used her silver wand to defend herself. Lord Coldheart watched the fight with little interest. He knew none of the sideshows really mattered. He needed only one protector.

Caius was the perfect weapon.

Not only was Caius obscenely powerful, thanks to the multiple Stygian contained within his body. He was also completely under his control. Unlike the Dark Knights, he could never rebel. Even if Aurelius, Gretel and every other knight fell, Caius would still be unbeatable.

Remus was strong, but he was a brute. He kept hitting Caius, thinking it would work, but it never did. The Stygian wolf’s armour was perfect. Caius countered with his acid spit, courtesy of the Stygian Cobra. He then gut-punched Remus, using the strength of the Stygian bull. Remus fell back, panting for air.

“End it,” Lord Coldheart said. It was time everyone knew how unstoppable Caius was.

Caius lowered his head, calling on the power of the Stygian bull to create the bull’s horns. A Stygian wolf’s claws could cut through mana, making them excellent against a mage. The Stygian bull’s horns were the opposite. They targeted Ki, disrupting the flow to the affected area. Against Ki users like Remus, this could prove fatal as their defences were rendered moot. Remus tried to dodge, but the bull’s charge was too fast.

The horns disappeared.

Remus caught Caius, slamming his face into the ground. The woman. Iris was still in the audience, hiding behind the lines of the Dark Knights. From her safe position, she had cast a spell to cancel Caius’ magic. She’s dangerous.

Her powers couldn’t cause direct harm, but perhaps more than anyone else, she was a threat. Lord Coldheart wasn’t going to enter the fray himself; he didn’t wish to risk spilling his noble blood. But that didn’t mean he would be completely passive. Making eye contact with her, he activated his Stygian.

Lord Coldheart was not born for greatness. As the second son, and as one who relied on support magic, he was destined to be an afterthought. Darkclaw’s clan had started as a result of a second son, and for generations had been in a position of service. Lord Coldheart might have had the same fate, were it not for his father’s foresight. When the senior Lord Darkheart learnt of the plan to implant Stygians into youths, he ensured that Coldheart would be one of them.

The process was agonising, but Coldheart did not mind. All he cared about was power. He was so disappointed when he learned which Stygian he had received.

The Stygian Baku. When he had first received his Stygian, he had thought it was worthless. For years, the only ability it seemed to possess was to make him faster when running away. Hardly a skill befitting a noble. He thought it was a conspiracy, a way for the Order to keep him in his place.

But that power was only the tip of the iceberg.

He first discovered the Baku’s true power when he was still with the Radiants. To help them learn about their powers, they took turns duelling like knights. For months all Coldheart could do was use his speed to flee, hoping to tire out his opponent. It rarely worked. Once, he had been faced with the Cobra Stygian’s user, an exceedingly cruel man named Viper. He always went too far, often injuring his opponents with his abilities.

Coldheart had been terrified, worried he would be scarred for life. He couldn’t fight, and dodging the spit would require speed beyond what his meagre abilities would allow. He cried out, demanding his opponent to stop. He never thought he would actually do it.

Viper didn’t, but the Stygian Cobra did. That’s when he learnt his true power. He could control monsters, even those possessing another person. All he needed was eye contact, and they were perfectly under his control. As soon as he realised what he could do, his destiny was clear.

He approached Caius, who had always been afraid of his Stygian. Unlike the others, his control of the Stygian Bull was weak. He could barely use it at all. Whenever he tried, he went wild, his weak will easily dominated by the creature driving him into a frenzy. Coldheart changed that. He tamed the beast, showing Caius there was another way. Caius was thrilled, but Coldheart’s ambition was much greater.

No one had ever controlled 2 Stygians before. Any attempt to do so had invariably resulted in the death of the user, as well as those around them. A brave man in Coldheart’s position would have attempted to steal another’s Stygian. But Coldheart was not a brave man; he was a smart man. He hired mercenaries to attack the facility he was in. He ensured there were no survivors; he didn’t want to risk tipping the Order off to what he had done. Then, he had Caius take out Viper. Stygians can cling to a dead host for years, but Coldheart was able to possess it even with Viper dead, making it easy to put it in Caius.

That’s how Coldheart began the creation of the perfect weapon. He attacked another facility, but somehow they had learnt what he was up to. Zird was ready and managed to injure Caius, forcing them to flee without their prize. Regrettably, after that, the Order lost its nerve. They scattered the Stygian holders, making gathering them more difficult. It was a long time before he found Lorcan’s; the monster had clung to him even in death. Fortunately, he was able to extract it and add it to Caius, once Caius brought him the body, that is.

He kept hunting them, sending Caius on expeditions all over the country to search for them. At the same time, Coldheart returned to his brother, securing his position as his number 2. Darkclaw proved to be a nuisance, but with strategic use of Caius and mercenaries he was able to ensure he kept his position. He bided his time until he was ready.

When Orin came complaining about the attacks on Iris, he knew it was time. He had what he needed; all he had to do was take out his brother and realise his destiny. The hardest part was arguing well enough to obscure his plan, but not so well he accidentally convinced his brother to stay his hand. Gretel proved useful in that regard; her barriers were perfect for deploying his trap.

He didn’t expect that the survivors of the Order would be foolish enough to try to challenge him directly after he had already achieved his goal. Ultimately, it wouldn’t matter. Fortunately, while her anti-magic was potentially powerful, it was not absolute. Once he caught her eye, it was all over. He forced the Stygian to go to sleep, making her as helpless as a kitten.

“Caius, kill the bastard already!”


Chapter 39: Scrimmage

Azula’s fire was the signal. Bert sprung into action, knocking out the guards around the carriage. Right behind him, Leafia got to work picking the lock.

“Stop right there,” Sir Daggernoir said. He was wearing a pair of winged boots, his sword held out intimidatingly.

“We’re working with Darkclaw. She doesn’t want these people in danger,” Bert said. Daggernoir rolled his eyes.

“Why would I care what that bint wants? Once she’s gone, I’m the next co-leader of the Dark Knights.” Daggernoir grinned viciously. “You see, loyalty’s a good trait… if you know who to be loyal to. Darkclaw can bitch and moan all she likes; this is Lord Coldheart’s city. And nothing is going to change that. So why don’t you swap sides, and I’ll make it worth your while?”

“You think I’d turn on my friends for gold?” Bert asked rhetorically.

“Yes.” Daggernoir smiled. “That, and so we don’t have to kill you.”

“Who’s we?” Daggernoir raised a fist, and an arrow shot into the ground at Bert’s feet. Looking for the source, he saw an archer on the roof of a nearby building.

“First rule of being a knight. Never go into a fight you can’t win,” Daggernoir said, waving his sword about lazily. “Now back away, or the next arrow will go through your neck, dog girl.”

Leafia growled, but did as he asked. Bert hoped she had a plan, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure out what it was. He was beginning to fear that would end up being a literal problem.

“Good. So, are you ready to join the winning side? If you are, the job is simple. Go join the mercenaries fighting the Black Knights. If you kill Darkclaw, I’ll give you a bonus.” He gestured with his sword. Bert looked at the battle. The peasants had backed away, giving the Black Knights more freedom to fight without worrying about them. The members of the Golden Dawn were being pushed back, but with the stage behind them, they had nowhere to go.

“Bert, I need you to make a distraction,” Leafia said softly. Bert had no idea what she had in mind.

“... Fine. But I want 100 pieces,” Bert said. He wasn’t familiar with the local currency, but suspected that was a reasonable number. He put his club down, offering his hand to Daggernoir to shake.

“A businessman at heart, you and I are the same,” he said, his teeth glistening in the moonlight. He put his sword away. The knight grabbed him by the wrist, shaking his hand in the dark elf way.

“No, we’re not.” Bert pulled Daggernoir towards him, bending his hand behind his back and using him as a shield. “Run!”

“You-” An arrow implanted itself in Daggernoir’s chest, killing him instantly.

“Run.”

Leafia was already moving at an impressive speed. Bert threw away Daggernoir’s body. He grabbed his club and smashed the door to the cart open. “Should’a done that in the first place.”

The prisoners were chained together. Bert rushed inside for cover, then got to work trying to smash the chains as well. This worked less well. Whatever the chains were made of wasn’t so fragile.

An arrow hit him in the back. He gasped, turning to the source to see an archer smirking at him. Leafia was at his feet, an arrow lodged in her chest. “Shit.”

***

Azula’s skin was burning. She had been fighting too intensely for too long. Her body couldn’t handle it. The harder she pushed herself, the more damage she inflicted on herself. By contrast, Gretel was smiling with crazed fervour.

“Your hellfire is strong, but it’s nothing when faced with the power of my righteousness!” Azula shot off another blaze, her skin blistering from the heat. Gretel summoned a barrier, the flames crashing against it like waves against a cliff. No matter how hard Azula tried, she couldn’t make any progress.

When she finally stopped, Gretel countered with a hail of arrows. Azula dodged just in time, the arrows stabbing into the ground. Panting for breath, Azula was desperate for a reprieve, but there wasn’t a chance. Gretel kept chasing her, shooting off a dozen arrows at a time. I can’t go on like this. I’ll never outlast her.

Azula knew there was only one option. It had worked last time, but that was because Iris had disabled Gretel’s barrier. Whether it would work this time was anyone’s guess. Revving her power, she released fire from everywhere at once. She didn’t try to control it, letting it go wild as she charged forward. “The last mad attack of an evil villainess. Go ahead, come at me, cur.”

“Shut up!” Azula raced forward, a living ball of fire barrelling towards her enemy. Gretel summoned a barrier to stop her, the silvery light blocking her path. Azula didn’t try to go around it; she knew Gretel would summon another. She went right through it.

It broke. She smashed through it like it wasn’t even there, overpowering her magic with her own. “What?” Gretel created another barrier. Azula destroyed it too.

“It’s over, Gretel. I’m going to end this!” Azula was so close to her. Gretel turned, fleeing. Except she didn’t flee across the ground. She created platforms, climbing them like stairs to get away from Azula. Azula tried to grab her, but she was already out of her reach. No.

Azula tried to channel her power into a long-distance attack. Gretel was too far away. She ran over the crowd, using them as cover so Azula couldn’t attack. Azula felt a sudden sickness, falling to her knees as exhaustion took hold. I’m so tired.

Her skin was bright red from the burns; the smell of smoke filling her lungs. Beneath her, the stage was scorched black in a ring, a testament to her destructive abilities. Gretel stopped running, turning to her with a vicious smirk. “Looks like your evil powers have hit their limit.”

***

Darkclaw’s men were losing ground. The mercenaries weren’t well trained, but the simple fact was there were more of them. At first, the Dark Knights had been making good progress, but as the fight drew out, the mercenaries had made use of their superior numbers to begin tiring them out.

Darkclaw needed a decisive win against Aurelius, and fast. Once he died, the morale of the mercenaries would collapse, and she would win. The problem was his damn sword. He kept it long, forcing her to try to break through his guard, only to shrink it and quickly counter when she succeeded. In the hands of a less skilled warrior, it would be useless. But Aurelius had trained extensively, learning to use his weird weapon masterfully.

“You fight for money, while I fight for honour. When these ideals clash, there can only ever be one winner,” Darkclaw said. She was out of breath, her sword arm burning from overuse. Her blade was covered in little chips and blunt points, while his was undamaged. The difference in quality was obvious.

“Agreed,” he replied. It was the biggest reaction Darkclaw had managed to get out of him. With a Ki Step, she rushed to his side. He spun around, blocking fluidly. A firm kick to the stomach sent Darkclaw reeling. She caught herself, then countered a blade aimed at her back, ending the life of an opportunistic mercenary who thought he could interfere. 

Aurelius didn’t react to his brother in arms death. He stayed still, resuming his stance as he had done so many times before. He never moves from that spot. Why? The entire time they had been fighting, he hadn’t moved a single step. His defence was good, but aside from countering, he never went on the offensive. It has to be significant.

Lots of techniques and magical effects had strange requirements. If that were the case, then Darkclaw would be a fool to ignore it. “Men, focus the assault on the eastern side,” she ordered, falling back into her troops. Her order was repeated by a dozen men, ensuring that everyone knew what was being done, including the mercenaries. The battle lines shifted, but Aurelius did not.

Darkclaw fought with her men, doing what she could to turn the tides of battle. At the same time, she always had an eye on Aurelius. She was waiting, desperate to see what would happen when he finally left the spot he had chosen. At first he didn’t, giving orders from the back. But as more of his men started to fall, it became clear he couldn’t avoid the battle anymore. His own troops blocked Darkclaw’s path, so he should be safe. Or so it would appear.

As soon as he took a step, Darkclaw did 2 back-to-back Ki Steps, circling around his men and striking him. It’s not gold anymore. His sword had regressed. She parried it, then broke through his guard. He tried to regain control, but his weapon didn’t shift size. Darkclaw ran Aurelius through, then Ki stepped away before his troops could come to his aid.

“Your leader is dead. Surrender, and you shall be fairly treated,” she said, trying to sound less exhausted than she felt. Using 3 Ki Steps in such quick succession after fighting for so long was exhausting.

“For Aurelius,” a mercenary shouted, charging forward recklessly.

“For Aurelius!” Darkclaw had been wrong. With their leader dead, they went wild, charging forward in a frenzy.

“Form up. Endure the assault!” She rejoined her men, readying to defend herself. Seeing the crazed men charging towards her, she wondered if it would be possible.

“For Aurelius!”


Chapter 40: A Broken Blade

Caius was a blade. Even before he was born, this was decided. His mother had been implanted with the Stygian in such a way as to ensure it would pass to him. In theory, this should have given him perfect control of it. But that was just a theory.

When he was young, he was a raging bull, hurting everyone around him. No one wants a sword that’s hilt is also a blade. He was useless. His life had no purpose. He had thought that was merely his lot in life, to live as an example of failure. To show others what not to do. Then Lord Coldheart showed him there was another way.

A double-edged blade can only be safely wielded by a great man. Lord Coldheart quieted the bull, granting him control. He didn’t stop there. He pushed Caius further, showing him how to obtain even greater power. How to have true value. The Order wouldn’t have allowed it. They didn’t believe in Caius like Lord Coldheart did. So when Lord Coldheart told him to destroy the Order, he did it without complaint. It wasn’t like he had never killed before. It’s what he was made for.

In a way, nothing had changed since then. Lord Coldheart told him who to kill, and he ensured they died. Whether it was a political rival, a priest or even a werewolf. Caius did not hate any of his targets. It was never personal. It was simply his nature. He existed to destroy and to kill.

“You are a great sword, Remus, but I am sharper,” Caius said. He didn’t often talk to his opponents, but in Remus he saw something he rarely saw in others. Himself. Remus was a weapon too. Iris was his lord, guiding him to destroy those she opposed. He could respect that.

Remus panted for breath, holding his bleeding arm. Caius allowed him to rest briefly. It would not affect the result of the battle. “You’re a really crazy fucker, aren’t you?”

“I am,” Caius admitted freely. “No one can hold a monster inside them for as long as I have and not be.”

Remus laughed. It was a disgusting sound, like a fox crying. “Is that it? Your big excuse? You have a monster in you, so you must be evil.”

“There is no good, there is no evil. There is only my master, and the enemies I must face,” Caius said. Remus shook his snout.

“Being a Stygian didn’t make you a monster. It’s your choices that make you a monster. You aren’t being forced to do anything. If you wanted to, you could stop at any time.” Remus spat out some blood. Caius didn’t realise he had hurt him so badly. The sun rose behind the buildings, bathing the city in the faint light of the shortest day. It would barely last a minute.

“It is merely my nature,” Caius said. He was done conversing. He activated the Cobra, spitting venom that Remus dodged. It seemed he was used to that particular attack. Caius didn’t mind; its only purpose had been to distract him while Caius charged, activating the wolf. Remus’ counterattack was predictable, a hard claw to the stomach. He activated his shadow armour, absorbing the attack, then when he drew back, he activated the bull’s strength, punching him in the face.

Remus fought valiantly. He was perhaps the strongest warrior Caius had ever faced. But Caius had too many abilities, and had trained to switch between them too well. Every time Remus tried to counter, he was ready with his armour. Every time he fell back, Cobra spit followed him. If he was foolish enough to try to stay in melee, the bull inevitably reared its horns. Eventually, Remus made a mistake. He forgot to factor in the weakness in his arm, allowing Caius to deflect the weaker attack and gore him with his horns.

Remus showed true fear as he was impaled. Caius felt claws stab into his neck, making him gasp for air. Mutually assured death. You are one hell of a blade, Remus.

Caius pulled back, letting Remus fall. The sun was setting, night coming once again. Caius gasped for air, but his windpipe had been pierced. Death would follow shortly. Sponge Stygian. It had been a long time since Caius had been forced to use this particular monster in a fight. The healing abilities were great, though that was its only claim to fame. Usually, he was able to reserve it for after a fight, keeping the ability hidden from those he would rather not know. Using it in front of a crowd was a shame, though it seemed only Remus appreciated what was happening.

The holes in his neck closed up, sealing as if they never existed. Caius had seen many men die. Remus was a werewolf, but the look of despair on Remus’ face as he fell was no different from any other man’s. He was beaten, and he knew it. “Rest now, great warrior. You served well; you deserve this honour,” Caius said. It was what he hoped would be said to him one day, when death claimed him. He crouched down, holding Remus in his arms like a mother cradling their infant child.

Remus tried to say something, but the blood in his mouth stopped him. All he could do was choke. Remus’ eyes lolled shut as the last rays of the sun disappeared over the horizon.

“Be at peace. Your journey is at an end. You are a monster no more.”


Chapter 41: Hopeless

Iris watched Remus fall, sacrificing himself to try to kill Caius. It was her fault. If she were stronger, her magic wouldn’t have failed. She still didn’t understand what had happened. One minute, she had been cancelling Caius’ spells left and right, then suddenly it was impossible. She kept trying to call upon her mana, but nothing worked. It was as if it had never existed in the first place.

Get up, Remus.

Iris really believed he would win. Remus always seemed so strong. Unstoppable. He was a tower of muscles, and on top of that, a werewolf. How could he not win? Something had to be wrong. Something was wrong. Iris couldn’t accept that someone so evil was still alive, while Remus was dead. It was wrong.

He should be dead.

Iris was shaking with rage. She ran towards the stage, not caring about the knights killing each other. They parted when they saw her coming. One didn’t, drawing his sword and blocking her path.

Get out of my way.

A bolt of darkness went through his chest, blood pouring out of the wound. He fell, and the others got out of her way. She was on the stage in an instant. Caius was holding Remus, muttering something.

Get away from him.

Iris attacked thoughtlessly, aiming a sucker punch right at Caius’ face. He bled, shocked at the sudden attack. “Amazing, you’re even more powerful than I thought,” Caius said. Iris hit him again. He caught her wrist, crushing it in his hand. Iris screamed in pain and fury, trying to hit him with her free hand. He threw her aside like a sack of potatoes. He walked over to her slowly, his face glowing black as it healed itself. “You know, if you knew how to use your power, you wouldn’t make a bad sword.”

“I’ll kill you!” Iris tried another desperate attack. He swept her legs, pinning her with one foot. Iris tried to lift his foot, but she might as well have been trying to lift a mountain. She felt tears running down her cheeks. She already knew she wouldn’t win. But she had hoped that Remus would somehow get up and magically keep on fighting. But that didn’t happen. He wasn’t moving.

Caius looked down at her, his compassionless face twisting into something that resembled a smile. “Don’t worry. Your death will result in the creation of something greater.”


Chapter 42: A Nameless Enemy

Bert blocked an arrow with his club. He kept running, although it had already become clear his opponent was much faster than him. Bert had never been able to use any fancy ki techniques. He relied on pure strength and his club, nothing more.

The archer had a different tactic, using Ki Steps to escape every time Bert got close. He would then take a shot, forcing Bert to block; then he fled. Rinse and repeat. Bert never got any closer to him. So far, he had only taken the first arrow to the back. It hadn’t hit anything important, but it hurt. If he slipped up again, he’d die.

“Damn it, stop runnin’,” Bert cried, as the archer Ki Stepped once again.

“I’m afraid I’m not very inclined to accept that request,” the archer said, smirking from atop the carriage. “I was given strict orders to kill anyone foolish enough to try and free the prisoners. I regret to inform you that now includes yourself. So, I will keep running and shooting arrows until I have achieved my mission.”

Bert hated guys who talked too much. This archer was definitely one of them. Bert spied his quiver, seeing that it was still mostly full. Waiting for him to run out of arrows wasn’t an option. Bert wasn’t smart enough to come up with a genius plan, which left only dumb ones.

He threw his club.

The archer seemed genuinely shocked by the action, dodging out of the way with ease. Bert then ran into the carriage, lifting it as fast as he could. It wasn’t easy with all the prisoners, but strength was Bert’s thing. Even with an arrow in his back, he was stronger than most men. He threw the carriage on its side, ignoring the screams of those within. The archer’s scream was all he cared about.

Jumping over the carriage, he found the archer on his back. Bert jumped on him, kicking him in the face. The archer tried to get an arrow; Bert stopped this with a firm stomp to the hand. “Well, it appears you have triumphed, my challenger. Bully for you! Now, if you’ll just excuse me, I’ll see myself out.”

“Ya’ really think I’ll just let you go?” Bert asked, looking at the downed archer.

“I was rather hoping so, yes,” the archer said, smiling like a weasel.

Bert hesitated. There was a time he would’ve killed an enemy in a heartbeat. Gretel always said their enemies were evil, so killing them was the right thing to do. But Remus said the opposite. He said that people should have the chance to redeem themselves. This man was a dick, but he was only a mercenary. Was that really so bad? Maybe he didn’t even know he was fighting for the wrong side, like Bert hadn’t.

The archer grabbed an arrow, trying to stab Bert. Bert responded with a firm kick to his neck. A sickening cracking sound rang throughout the air. “Oops. Hmm, I’ll spare the next one.”

“Someone please help us, we’re chained up and can’t get out!” Bert remembered the prisoners he was supposed to free, and Leafia. Abandoning the dead archer, he got to work.

“Don’t worry, I’m coming!”

***

The executioner’s axe was still on the stage. No one had tried to move it since the executioner was knocked out. As the sun finally disappeared, one last twinkle of light hit its edge. It was as if it was fate that it was there.

Except, there was no one to use it.

The heroes had come to save Orin, and they had failed to a man. Orin was still chained up, miserably watching as his friends were killed one after the other. Lord Coldheart watched as the people around him killed each other, never even moving from his spot. Wolfgang stared at the axe.

He didn’t know why he kept staring at the axe. What could he possibly do with it? He was a nobody. Lord Coldheart may be evil, but he was still a noble. He had been trained from birth to be better than everyone around him. Wolfgang wasn’t even a knight.

Wolfgang grabbed the axe. He ran as fast as his legs would carry him. Lord Coldheart had never looked more shocked than when the axe hit his neck.

***

Who even is that?

Lord Coldheart felt as the blood flowed down his throat. He put his hand to the wound, trying to staunch the bleeding. He knew it wouldn’t work. There was no surviving a wound like this, especially when there were no healers around.

Lord Coldheart hadn’t even been looking at the jailor. Why would he? He was irrelevant, practically a part of the scenery. He never thought he would do anything. Much less that he would be an actual threat. Lord Coldheart slew his brother, and faced down countless knights; he defeated a werewolf, a fire witch and dozens of templars, and he was killed by a peasant. Someone so irrelevant he didn’t even remember his name.

Somehow, that was the most infuriating part of the whole thing. He always knew he might die a violent death. But to die to someone so unimportant disgusted him. He was a great lord, a master manipulator and a powerful mage. Someone like that should never even get near him, let alone actually kill him.

Coldheart’s legs gave out beneath him. The scared man dropped the bloody axe, backing away as if he could flee from the situation. Coldheart wished he would stab him as he died, but even that pleasure was denied to him. Rolling onto his back, he looked up at the sky.

It was a full moon. When he was with the Order of the Radiant Night, they had taught him that Mene’s blessings were at their strongest during the full moon. That’s why they always celebrated it. He wondered if Mene was watching over him. Perhaps in a way, it was not the commoner who killed him but Mene herself. A goddess using the irrelevant man as a blunt instrument to avenge her fallen templars. In a way, it was similar to how he had used Caius to enact his desires.

You planned this, didn’t you? I can’t have died to a lowly commoner. It was your delicate hand that delivered the fatal blow, my goddess.


Chapter 43: Mene’s Child

“Lord Coldheart is dead!” The announcement rippled throughout the battlefield. It wasn’t just the Dark Knights cheering it; the mercenaries were also shouting it to each other.

“Who’s paying us?” One yelled. That shook them far more than the actual news of the death of their leader. The fighting slowed, the mercenaries falling back. It wasn’t long before the first one broke away, fleeing into a nearby alleyway.

“Let them go,” Darkclaw ordered. “Members of the Golden Dawn, leave this city immediately and we will have no further quarrel with you.” The Dark Knights stopped attacking, the remaining mercenaries stopping as well.

A young man with golden armour stepped forward. “We will leave.” The Dark Knights moved to one side, giving them room to make their exit. They moved cautiously, then once they were free of the battle, made a break for it. It was every man for themselves, scattering wildly in their desperation to get away from the hopeless situation. They had no honour, some even knocking the others down as they fled. Darkclaw sneered at them but kept her word.

“We won!” Darkclaw shouted, raising her sword into the air. Dozens of men mirrored her cry.

***

Lord Coldheart was dead. He was the only one who could control the monsters inside Caius. Caius needed him. Lord Coldheart wasn’t supposed to die first; he was supposed to live until Caius broke.

Already he could feel the Stygians starting to stir. There had been times when he had lasted days between top-ups, remaining calm and using his abilities frugally to keep control. Perhaps Caius could do so again.

What would be the point?

What is the point of a sword without a warrior to wield it? Caius couldn’t continue without him. Without Lord Coldheart to guide him, Caius really was nothing more than a monster. A creature of death and destruction with no true purpose. He could finish off Iris, and all Lord Coldheart’s other enemies, but it wouldn’t matter. They had already won.

If it no longer had any meaning, then Caius didn’t want to fight. He closed his eyes, letting the beasts within him take control. He became a vessel, empty and without purpose.

The pain was extreme. 4 different monsters were at war with each other, tearing apart his mind and body as they tried to gain control. He was turned into a battlefield, the destruction he had caused now internalised as he lost himself to his power. In the end, he had only one goal he wished to impart to those that would inherit his body.

Destroy everything.

***

Iris couldn’t believe Lord Coldheart had been killed. It was supposed to be a great victory, but she knew she had no time to celebrate. On top of her, Caius was gripping his head and screaming like a madman. He was switching between his various Stygian forms rapidly, first horns, then claws and then fangs. There was no purpose or reason in what he was doing. He wasn’t in control at all.

Iris tried to wriggle free. His foot was as heavy as ever. The changes were getting faster, blurring together with one taking over before the previous one had ended. Soon his whole body was engulfed in endless shadow, his eyes the only thing even vaguely resembling a human’s.

He laughed, his voice high pitch and manic. He clawed at his own face, blood dripping onto Iris as he wounded himself. He’s gone completely insane. Iris tried to cancel his magic with her darkness ball. It disappeared into his shadows; it was like adding a drop of water to the ocean. He turned to her, his horned head showing no expression except from his eyes. His eyes were screaming.

“Everything!” He drew his clawed hand back, ready to end her life.

***

Orin wished Iris had stayed away. He knew she couldn’t hope to win, but when he saw Darkclaw leading her knights to fight alongside them, he dared to hope. Now he was stuck, chained to an executioner’s block watching his daughter die.

“Leave her alone!” He tugged on the chain as hard as his starved body would allow him to. Wolfgang rushed over, opening the lock and freeing him. Orin didn’t have time to thank him; he charged the shadowy monster, tackling him bodily.

As soon as he touched him, his body lit up with more pain than he had ever experienced in his life. He screamed, feeling as both his mana and ki were forcefully stolen. By the time he hit the ground, Orin had no strength left in him.

He saw Iris lying there, staring at him in shock. “Run.”

“But, father-”

“Run!” The beast picked him up by the head. He had no straight to resist. He hung limply, facing death. Iris scrambled to her feet. Mene, please let my death have some meaning. Don’t let her die trying to save this foolish old man.

Wolfgang swung the axe. The axe broke, but it did the job. It cried out, dropping Orin to the ground. His legs crumbled like jelly. “Let’s go, sir.” He picked up Orin with impressive ease. Throwing him over his shoulder, he made a break for it. Iris ran beside him, both racing for the stairs.

The monster lowered its head, its horns extending. It charged forward with terrifying speed, ready to kill all 3 of them with a single hit.

It never reached them. A giant wolf tackled it, slamming it into the ground. What on Gaia is that?

“Remus,” Iris said, coming to a stop and gawking. Orin didn’t understand. Remus had been large, yes. But that monster was over 10 feet tall. Not to mention, Remus was dead. Or so he thought. Steam was bellowing from his body, but it was clearly Remus. “He’s alive.”

“Yes, and so are we. But we won’t be for long if we stick around for this fight,” Wolfgang said, grabbing Iris’ wrist and pulling her towards the stairs. “We’ve got to run!”

***

Remus felt amazing. It had been so long since he had been directly exposed to the light of a full moon. He had always hidden inside, scared of being transformed into a mindless beast. It made him forget how strong it made him. It was like his body was weightless, yet at the same time had the momentum of a giant’s body.

He howled with joy as he struck Caius again and again. He knew Caius had his armour on; he didn’t care. Hitting him felt good. Caius had hurt so many people, done so many bad things. He deserved to be hit. A lot.

Caius clawed at his arm, drawing blood. Remus could feel it sizzling as it sealed itself, his body healing like never before. He repaid the favour by biting Caius’ arm, tugging at it like a piece of meat. The shadowy creature cried out in pain despite its armour. “What’s the matter? Don’t like it when you’re the weak one?”

Caius opened his mouth, spitting shadowy acid into Remus’ face. Remus growled, feeling his skin dissolve. He punched Caius in the face, feeling a crack. He hit him again; the crack even louder. A pair of horns shot into his chest, making him gasp.

“That actually hurt.” He pulled Caius’ head back, kneeing him in the face. The crack became a snap. “You hurt me!”

He grabbed the horns, feeling the strange spectral protrusions in his hands. He snapped them. They broke off like twigs, and then he slammed them into Caius’ chest. Caius gasped in pain, his face briefly becoming visible again. It was a mess of blood, his nose shattered to pieces. Several teeth were missing, his lips pulled back into a vicious grimace.

The shadows returned. He grabbed Remus, throwing him away. Remus caught himself on all fours, shooting back towards him like a dog. This time Caius was ready, catching his arms with his own before he could reach him. “Everything!”

Remus snarled, pushing with all his might. He couldn’t get any traction, but then neither could Caius. They were in a perfect stalemate, neither one able to overcome the other.

Caius spat acid in his face. “Always the Mene-damned acid in my Mene-damned eyes!” Caius pushed him back, kicking Remus in the chest. Before he could recover, Caius drove his shadow claws into his legs, bringing him to one knee.

Caius brought his hands together above his head, slamming them down on Remus’ head, slamming him into the ground.

“Everything.”


Chapter 44: Strange Beasts

Gretel had never seen monsters like this before. So powerful. So big. And so undeniably evil. They fought like animals, tearing into each other with no humanity at all. She needed to finish off Azula to prevent her from ever doing something so evil again.

Her body screamed at her to run. A deep-seated sense of pure dread filled her. Before she even consciously processed what she was doing, she was sprinting in the opposite direction. There was nothing any normal person could hope to do. Everyone was doomed. They were going to die.

I’m still a heroine of justice. But sometimes, being a heroine means living to fight evil another day. She created platforms to run over the crowd. They had descended into chaos. They were running in every direction, trampling over each other in their desperate attempts to be anywhere else.

Gretel gripped her wand tight, focusing on her own safety as she fled. I’m the chosen one. I have a great destiny. Someday I’ll save so many people that this will seem insignificant. She repeated the words in her head over and over again. The Order gave her the pink wand, telling her she was special. She couldn’t afford to die, or the world would have no one to protect it. I’m the chosen one.

***

“Protect the citizens,” Darkclaw ordered. The crowd had descended into anarchy. Even with the mercenaries gone, they were rampaging. People were trampling each other in their desperation. The sight of a giant werewolf and a creature of shadows had whipped them into a frenzy.

Darkclaw arranged her men to try to organise the crowd so they would flee with some degree of civility. They weren’t making it easy. Even with the knights at her disposal, Darkclaw found it nearly impossible to maintain control over so many people.

“Everyone remain calm; the werewolf is on our side,” Darkclaw tried. Looking at the clash taking place, she only hoped she was correct. They were both moving so fast, and hitting so hard. Part of her felt like she should be getting involved. She wasn’t sure she would survive if she did. With her troops, she might be able to, but that would mean letting the crowd stampede.

Remus. You better win this, or we’re all in trouble.

***

Iris had no idea Remus could be so brutal. The fight between him and Caius raged on, both attacking the other relentlessly. Neither was willing to give an inch, focusing all their energy on doing as much damage to the other as possible.

He’s growing. Iris had thought she was imagining it at first. She wasn’t. Remus had gone from his normal size to a goliath towering above Caius, and he was still growing. Caius looked like a dwarf next to him, although he was no less dangerous. Iris tried to throw a dark arrow in to help, but it bounced off of Caius’ armour without any clear effect. Remus was the only one who seemed capable of doing any damage at all, biting and scratching him like a wild animal.

“Is Remus winning?” Azula asked. She looked bad- pale, with sunken eyes and burns all over her body. Her armour was covered in black patches and holes, rendering it all but useless. “We need to help him.”

“There’s nothing we can do. You’re exhausted, and I’m too weak.” Iris hated how useless she felt, but if they tried to get involved, she would only get in Remus’ way. He was fighting hard, enduring endless assaults to defend everyone. At that time, all she could do was trust him to win.

“I…” Azula slumped. “You’re right.”

***

Remus tasted blood. He was bleeding all over, literally. Caius had stabbed his chest, slashed his arms, and spat acid at his face. He kept fighting, ignoring the acid stinging at his eyes. He could barely see, but the shadow-clad monster was easy to find. He didn’t even try to dodge, endlessly tanking the attacks from Remus.

There was no intelligence or plan. No tricks. This was 2 men beating each other as hard as they could, desperately hoping that the other would fall first. Every time Caius hit him, Remus howled with pain. The more pain he felt, the stronger he felt. It was mad, yet somehow the pain pushed him on even as it became more and more unbearable.

“Everything!” Caius’ vocabulary was reduced to a single word. He shouted, raging like a rat in a cage. “Everything!” Caius tried to throw Remus away, leaving himself open to a kick to the shin. His legs buckled. Remus followed up with a slash to the chest, tearing away the inky shadows and revealing the bloody skin beneath.

“You’re just as injured as I am,” Remus growled. He punched his exposed gut, winding him. Caius stepped back for the first time. It seemed his healing powers weren’t working anymore.

“I’m going to die,” he said, spitting to the side. For a brief moment, some sanity returned to his eyes. Remus had heard that people sometimes seemed to recover briefly before death. He wondered if that was what he was seeing. “But you’ll die too!”

He leapt forward with mad intent. The shadows around him roiled, growing ever more unstable. Remus caught him with an elbow to the face, knocking him on his back. He rolled with the hit, kicking Remus in the chin. Remus fell. In an instant, Caius was on top of him.

All he could see was shadow. Caius was tearing into him, claws slashing at his exposed skin without end. He was inexhaustible. Remus tried to block his attacks, but it didn’t work. He was too fast, and too determined.

“Remus!” Azula shot a burst of flame, her shout the only warning Remus had to drop to the ground. Caius screamed in pain as he was hit, cooking in the heat. “... I can’t…”

Azula collapsed to the floor. Caius seemed stunned by the sudden attack. The momentary lapse let Remus throw Caius off of him. Azula had used the last of her energy to give him the opportunity; Remus wouldn’t waste it.

He pounced on top of Caius. Caius tried to recover, but a firm punch to the face stopped that. Remus tore into his armour, ripping it apart. His claws tore it as easily as if it had been paper, revealing the soft skin underneath. Remus could see that he was already injured. If he hit him too hard, there was a real possibility he could die.

Remus hit him as hard as he could. He slammed his fists into his chest, arms and legs. Anywhere he could hit, he did so without mercy. He heard the sound of bones breaking, but didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop, not until he was sure Caius wouldn’t hurt anyone else. Remus wasn’t a murderer, but that didn’t mean he would let Caius kill the people he cared about.

When he was done, Remus was panting for breath, hunched over the bloodied body of his enemy. He felt drained in a way he had never experienced before. He howled, his pain and sorrow singing out into the night.

“Remus.” Iris wrapped her arms around him from behind. Turning to her, Remus was amazed by how small she looked. “It’s okay. It’s over.”

It was over. But it wasn’t okay. Remus looked at the man he had brutalised and felt sick. He had done it. It had been necessary, but that didn’t make it feel any better. Maybe I really am a monster.

“You protected me. You protected everyone,” Iris said. She looked up at him, tears in her eyes but a smile on her lips. “You did it.”

The crowd had left. The only people left were Remus’ allies and the prisoners. Azula was being helped up by a Dark Knight, looking sickly but able to move. He expected them to look at him in terror, having seen him unleash his rage. Instead, they looked at him with something unfamiliar. Admiration.

“You did good, Wolfy,” a knight said, raising his fist.

“Aye, it’s a shame you’re not a Dark Knight. We’d never have to fight again,” a one-eyed man said. His buddy punched him in the arm. “I’m just kidding. He knows that!”

“You did well,” Darkclaw said. She approached Remus with a proud smile. “If it weren’t for you, many lives would have been lost. You’re one hell of a fighter.”

Caius gasped, sounding like the life was being sucked out of his body. The shadows around him pulsed, then shot into the air. They formed the shapes of four animals, including a wolf, each with wide smiles of bright white teeth. They stopped, hovering above Remus and Caius for a moment. The wolf moved towards Remus, lingering for a moment. Remus looked at the strange, ghastly creature, trying to divine its purpose. It nodded its head, then turned and flew off into the night. The other shadowy creatures followed behind it.

“They’re gone.” Caius whimpered. He closed his eyes, letting his head fall to the ground without support. “I am but a dull blade now. Worthless.”


Chapter 45: Budding Relationships

Remus woke up with a groan. After his first fight with Caius, he had been injured for days. He thought that the stab wound to his chest was the worst injury he would ever sustain. He was wrong. It had been over a week since the solstice, and he was still covered in cuts and bruises. Even worse, his muscles had been torn to shreds during the fight from overexertion. Even with potions to help him, courtesy of Darkclaw, the process of healing was long and painful.

“Is everything okay, my love?” Iris asked. She sat up, revealing her milky chest to Remus. His morning wood begged for attention. Since the battle, he and Iris had got into the habit of sharing quarters. They were sleeping in the castle, at Darkclaw’s invitation. The room was designed for foreign dignitaries, and it showed. It was bigger than any bedroom Remus had ever seen and had a comfier bed than he thought possible. A servant even came to light a fire for them in the morning, something Remus was frankly uncomfortable with but didn’t know how to ask her to stop.

“I just sat up too fast,” Remus said. He leaned back against his pillow gingerly. “We should head down to breakfast soon. Just give me a minute to prepare myself.”

“You sound like an old man,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. She kissed his bruised shoulder. “You’re not faking, so I’ll keep nursing you back to health, are you?” She kept kissing his body, making her way down his chest towards his cock. Iris pulled back the sheet. “If you want me to give you a blowjob, all you’ve got to do is ask.”

Iris looked up at him, sticking her tongue out over her chin. “Breakfast can wait.”

***

Once they were out of bed, they quickly got changed. Darkclaw had also provided them with clothes, as Remus’ were destroyed during the fight. The clothes were the same black as the Dark Knights wore, although she assured Remus this was a coincidence.

They headed down to the dining room, where there was food prepared for them. Since they had arrived, Darkclaw had been steadily feeding them, as well as Coldheart’s former prisoners, as a way of apologising for the former lord’s actions. Remus quickly got some cereal, mixing it with goat's milk - apparently a common combination in Icereach. Goats were one of the few things that were able to survive the harsh conditions, living off of the few plants able to grow in the area.

He took a seat and was joined by Iris with her own breakfast, as well as 2 drinks. “I got you tea.” At first he had tried to tell Iris he didn’t need taking care of. But after the third breakfast where she insisted on waiting on him, they settled for him getting his own food and her making him tea. Remus sipped it, closing his eyes happily. It tasted the same way Lorcan’s had. “Today’s the day. I can’t believe we actually got invited.”

“Your dad is the mayor of Sunmiss City,” Remus pointed out. Orin wasn’t present. Remus supposed he was busy preparing for the ceremony.

“That’s true, but it’s still cool. Father always kept me hidden away whenever any nobles visited, so this is my first time being in a real court,” Iris said. She started eating her own meal, toast. “Besides, Lady Darkclaw is awesome. I was seriously worried we’d get another jerk as lord.”

Lady Darkclaw was the head of the branch family, and therefore the next in line to inherit the lord’s seat. After Coldheart’s death, most of her energy had gone towards re-establishing order in the city and helping those that were injured or imprisoned during his brief time in power. Eventually, she was forced to actually do a ceremony, though. She couldn’t wait forever. Technically, until she completed the ceremony, she wasn’t lord of the realm, and so couldn’t utilise the authority of her new position. In practice, she had already been acting as lord, but it still needed to be done.

“She does seem nice,” Remus said. He ate quickly; his appetite was positively ravenous since he got injured.

Azula joined them, carrying her own tray of food. Azula slid into her seat, beginning to eat her breakfast of fruit and nuts. “Hi guys, are you ready for the ceremony later?”

“I am.” Iris smirked. “It’s important to show off once in a while, and what better time than at a party.”

“Are you going to dress up?”

“Later,” Iris said. “My outfit needed to be adjusted. If you like, you can join me, and I can help you with your makeup.”

Azula and Iris shared a look. Remus got the feeling there was some subtext to the conversation, but he had no idea what it was. “I’d like that.”

***

Iris had asked Remus for some privacy while she and Azula changed. He went for a walk, leaving Iris alone with the fire mage in her quarters. Like Iris, she had been granted a room to use in preparation for the ceremony.

“Um, so I don’t really own much makeup,” Azula said, gesturing to the makeup desk. There was a single tube of red lipstick, and that was it. Iris rolled her eyes, unsurprised by this. She had never seen Azula wear makeup before.

“I brought mine. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it,” Iris said. Unlike Azula, her makeup collection was extensive. Orin had sent someone to retrieve it in preparation for the ceremony. Living in Sunmiss City, she had spent many a boring afternoon fussing with makeup as a way to fill the time. Over the years, she had become quite talented at it.

“Um… what’s traditional for a ceremony like this?” Azula asked. She sat on the bed, looking nervous.

“Darkclaw said to wear whatever you’re comfortable with. In my case, that means fetish goth.” Iris gestured to the pile of clothes. “I am showing off for Remus. I want him to be desperate to take me when the ceremony ends.” Azula blushed, looking away. She was so shy it was cute. “What about you? What kind of reaction are you hoping for?”

“Um…”

Iris stood over her, smirking. “Men are simple creatures, really. It’s best to be bold if you want to get their attention. It does no one any good to hide from your desires.”

“... is that really okay? I don’t want to get in the middle of anything,” Azula said. She looked up at Iris, her whole face red with embarrassment.

“It’s no issue. I’m sure that Bert will be thrilled to have your interest.”

“Bert?” Azula shouted. Iris struggled to keep her expression neutral.

“Is that not the man you wish to enrapture?” she asked as innocently as she could manage.

“No, of course not. Bert’s fine, but I like Remus.” Azula covered her mouth, shocked the words had come out.

I can’t believe that actually worked. Iris struggled to hide her smirk.

“Sorry. I mean- sorry, I really don’t want to ruin our friendship. If it’s a problem-”

Iris put a finger on her lips, stopping her from talking. “There’s no need to apologise, dear. I’ve always found the idea of sharing rather appealing.” Iris looked at Azula’s lips, her words pregnant with meaning. Somehow, Azula went even redder, her blush extending down towards her neck. Iris pulled her finger back. If I push too hard, I’ll only scare her off. “So go ahead. You have my blessing to pursue Remus. Do remember my advice; be bold. Remus is a good man, but he is not the type to appreciate the subtle approach."

Azula nodded, her face set as if she were going to war. “Right.”

“Now then, let’s get your battle paint on. We want Remus to be howling with desire for you tonight,” Iris said. “Although, I’m afraid with me next to you, that might be hard to achieve.”

“I understand…” Azula’s confidence faded, replaced with a downcast expression.

“I was joking.” Iris rolled her eyes. “Mene above, how can such a sexy woman be so unconfident?”

“Sexy?” Azula looked in the mirror, biting her lip in a way that was far more sexual than she intended. “You’re not just being nice?”

Iris crouched down, so they were eye to eye. “You’re incredibly sexy, Azula. So much so that I’m tempted to push you down onto that bed right here and now.”

Azula squeaked, then smiled. “Um…” She bit her lip again; this time, Iris was sure she was doing it on purpose.

“Of course, I’ll need to speak to Remus first. We’ve not discussed the rules of our relationship. It’s possible he’s a monogamist,” Iris said, straightening up.

“A what?”

“It’s a term for people who only date a single person at a time, and expect their partners to do the same,” Iris explained. “Is that not practiced in Nexus?”

“Oh, no, we have people who do that. I just never knew there was a word for it. We tend to just say they’re not forming a harem or they are,” Azula said, shrugging. “Will you let me know how the conversation with Remus goes? I don’t want to embarrass myself.”

“As you wish. But don’t worry about that right now. For now, let’s focus on making you look as ravishing as possible. I can assure you that by the time I’m done with you, you’ll have all the men in the city begging to be with you.”

“Just the men?” Azula looked at her shyly.

“The women already want you? Trust me.”


Chapter 46: Becoming a Lady

Darkclaw walked down the aisle, feeling hundreds of eyes on her. She was wearing a black floor-length dress with a long trail, and a veil hiding her face. There hadn’t been a female lord of Icereach since it became a part of Necrum, so her new lady’s maid had been thrilled to be able to design her outfit. Darkclaw wasn’t really interested, but couldn’t bring herself to refuse her when she saw such genuine excitement in her eyes.

She had explained that the dress was based on Nekomi wedding dresses. The trail was symbolic of her power, a way of showing she would be doing no further hunting. The veil hid her face, symbolising her focused love for the one she was marrying. The sweetheart neckline was designed to show off her breasts. Darkclaw didn’t understand why this was important, but after 30 minutes of her new lady's maid praising her body, she decided to just accept it and move on. Apparently, her breasts were important. Whatever.

The ceremony was taking place in the audience chamber. Traditionally, it would be held at a temple of the new lord’s choosing. But with the temple to Mene destroyed, Darkclaw felt it would be inappropriate to go to another goddess’s home. The lord’s hall was neutral ground. The hall had been filled with pews, every seat taken by knights, lords, mayors and other people of significance from the region.

Priests had been invited from all the sects, but Darkclaw had chosen one specific man to be the one to swear her in. Technically, as a templar, Orin wasn’t able to act as a priest. But the Order agreed to make an exception given the circumstances, those being that none of the priests in the city had survived. They were pragmatic enough to wish for their sect to be the one to swear her in, even if it wasn’t a real priest. Orin was given temporary priestly authority. However, they insisted that a new priest be sent over as soon as they had the manpower to spare someone.

Orin was waiting in front of the throne, looking significantly healthier than before. He was still thin, but had largely recovered from his ordeal. He was dressed in loose, shiny robes. When Darkclaw reached him, he lowered his head; everyone else in the room followed his lead.

“Today is a glorious day,” he began. His voice reverberated around the hall. “Today, Icereach city and the surrounding realm once again return to the path of righteousness. Lady Darkclaw is an honourable woman of great power. I, as a representative of the Order of the Radiant Night, believe she is an ideal candidate to be the lord of this land. Does anyone of the cloth disagree?”

The priestesses of the other goddesses all stood. A woman in a low-cut red dress spoke. “We are in agreement.”

“Excellent. Does anyone of the blade disagree?” Orin looked to the Dark Knights, who were sitting to the right. Their numbers had drastically reduced. There were fewer than half as many faces as there had once been.

Iema stood up. With Darkclaw becoming the lord, she would be promoted to the head knight position. “We are in agreement.”

Orin nodded. “Finally, I ask, does anyone of noble blood disagree with this decision?” Orin turned to the gathered mayors and lesser nobles.

Yral, the mayor of Cloudsky, stood, straightening out his jacket. He paused as if he might actually disagree. Darkclaw knew he didn’t have the stones to do it. If he tried, he would have to formally challenge her position, and would therefore likely lose his own. No one ever challenged a new lord. He was merely milking the moment. “We are in agreement.”

“Then it is with the agreement of the pious, noble and mighty that you are to be the ruler of this great land. Please remove your veil, so that we may see the noble features of our new lady,” Orin said. Darkclaw closed her eyes for a moment, then did as he asked.

For the occasion, her lady’s maid had wanted to put her in noble makeup. Darkclaw had gone a different direction, requesting that her eyeliner be styled to appear like swords. For lipstick, she eschewed the traditional black, choosing instead a blood red. Another tradition was to speak words of prosperity during the face reveal. 

“I am aware that this has not been an easy few weeks for our people. The snow has been stained with the blood of good men and women, at the hands of one we thought was our own,” she said, her voice bouncing around the room. “This is a dark time. But I will not allow this to continue. This land and its people will recover, and be greater than ever. As your lady, I promise you this: I will not rest while there is suffering in my lands. I will fight any who tries to harm our people, and I will die if I have to, to ensure a tragedy such as this never happens again.”

The audience was stunned. Darkclaw didn’t say anything further, meeting their confused gazes with steely resolve. It was Iris who broke the silence, clapping softly. Remus followed shortly after, then several others started to join in. Darkclaw allowed a small smile to show on her face as the audience broke out into cheers, chanting her name.

“Long live Lady Darkclaw. Long live Lady Darkclaw. Long live Lady Darkclaw!”

***

After the ceremony, Lady Darkclaw had left to change into something more practical. While they waited for her to return, Azula and the other guests were ushered into the banqueting room filled with food and drinks.

Azula hadn’t sat with Remus during the ceremony. They arrived separately, so she ended up on the other side of the aisle. Seeking him out, she strutted over, grabbing a drink on the way. Azula was dressed in traditional dark elf attire for the occasion: a bralette with cups covered in spikes, and low-waist shiny latex pants. She finished the look with some platform boots, with spikes over the toe and around the heel. Her makeup was gothically styled, with thick black eyeliner and matching lipstick. Iris had put large fake eyelashes on her, that sparkled in the light, and glitter on her cleavage. 3 small black hearts adorned her cheek in the shape of a triangle. Azula couldn’t remember the last time she got so dressed up. Being an adventurer, her outfits tended to be practical armour or, at best, an old beaten dress. She liked how she looked, but still felt distinctly nervous.

Remus was with Iris, wearing a formal suit with tails. “Hey guys, can I join you?”

Iris looked Azula up and down approvingly. “Naturally. You look sublime.”

Azula blushed, fidgeting on the spot. “You really like it? I was worried it was too much, but the tailor Darkclaw sent said it was the fashion.”

“It’s very sexy, isn’t it, Remus?” Iris looked at Remus challengingly.

Remus looked at her intensely. Azula fiddled with her hair, feeling nervous under his scrutiny. “Yes.”

“You really like it?” Azula put her drink down on a nearby table, leaning over more than was strictly necessary to do so. “I was worried it might be a bit too revealing.”

“No such thing,” Iris purred. “Why don’t you give us a twirl?”

Azula wasn’t sure if she was serious. Remus stayed silent, watching her. After a moment, she spun around, giggling to herself. “It’s sexy,” Remus said, making Azula blush. She didn’t think he would be so forward!

“I’m-I’m glad you like it,” Azula shouted. She mentally cursed when she realised she was making a scene.

Iris looked across the room. “I’m going to speak with my father. I’ll be back in a minute.” Iris kissed Azula on the cheek, continuing with a whisper, “Be bold.”

Iris left, leaving the pair alone together. “So, what are you planning to do once you’re done healing?” Remus had been complaining he wasn’t healing fast enough. Azula thought this was insane. Remus had been covered in injuries after his bout with Caius, yet already he was mostly back to normal and walking about. An ordinary man would’ve been bedbound for months, especially as no Radiant priests were available.

“Azula, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” Remus said. He sounded serious. Azula was thrown by the sudden tone shift. “During the fight against Caius, you saved my life.”

“Oh, well, it was nothing,” Azula said, waving her hand. “You would do the same for me.”

“I would.” Remus stepped into her personal space, his eyes burning with intensity. He took her hand, holding it softly in his larger hands. “I won’t forget what happened. You saved my life; to me, that makes you the same as if you were a part of my pack. From now on, no matter what happens, I’ll protect you.”

Azula nearly swooned. Remus was being so intense and… romantic? She couldn’t tell, but she liked what she was hearing. Is being part of his pack the same as being part of his harem? She thought. “Well, I’m very glad to hear that and I - I hope we can continue to get along so well.”

Azula pulled her hand back; she was too overwhelmed with nerves to continue. “I’ll get us some drinks!”

“I already have a drink.” Remus looked at the table she had put her drink on. “And you do, too.”

“Then I’ll get you another.” Azula ran towards the bar.


Chapter 47: Holy Father

It’s time.

Iris made a beeline for her father. After the battle of Icereach, as it was now being called, Orin had been rushed to the infirmary. She had visited him, but seeing how weak he was from starvation, she had avoided bringing up any complicated topics. She had told herself she was trying to avoid stressing him out unnecessarily. Since he was well enough to swear in Darkclaw, that excuse no longer applied.

Orin smiled when he saw her. “Father, I hope you’re well.”

“I’m feeling much better. Darkclaw’s people ensured I’ve been well fed, although I’m still a little thin.” He flexed his right bicep, what little of it there was left. “It might be a long time before I’m in fighting shape again.”

“Excellent. That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.” Orin’s buoyant attitude faded, replaced with a more serious expression.

“I understand. It’s natural you have some questions.” Orin stood up straighter. “I’ve treated you like a child for too long. You’re a grown woman and deserve to know your own past.”

“‘Bout time you figured that out,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. Orin nodded his head, conceding the point. “Alright, so I know what the Stygian are, but what I want to know is why you lied to me. You always said I was your daughter.”

Orin recoiled, wounded by her words. “You are my daughter. I have raised you since you were a girl. Admittedly, the way I went about it wasn’t always… ideal.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“My goal was to keep you safe. I knew Caius, or someone like him, would try to capture you someday. When the attack happened…” Orin sighed softly. “I know what I did was wrong. I thought I could keep you safe in a protective bubble, but that would have been wrong even if it had worked. You need to live your own life, even if it means facing a little danger.”

Iris clicked her tongue. “You keep apologising. It’s really taking the fun out of this.”

“I’m sorry.” Iris laughed, shaking her head. “I’ve been a horrible father.”

“It wasn’t all bad. We had some fun times… besides, I snuck out all the time.”

“I knew it.”

Iris smirked. She had always seen her father as an implacable man, who wanted to control the world. Seeing him now, so weak and thin, she finally saw him for who he really was: a scared man, trying to protect his daughter. The world was filled with dangerous monsters; Orin knew that better than most. He had been forced to face his worst nightmares; it was only natural he would end up a little overprotective.

“Do you want to know about your real parents? I understand it must have come as quite a shock to discover you were adopted,” Orin said, looking nervous.

“Oh, I always knew,” Iris said. Orin looked shocked. “Father, we look nothing alike. I’d have to be an idiot not to notice we’re not related by blood.” Iris had figured it out years ago, when she was reading a book about common inherited traits. Ear shape, nose size and eye colour are all common traits to share with one’s parents. Iris and Orin shared none of these traits. She had decided not to talk to him about it. She knew that lots of parents adopted, and didn’t care.

“Why did you never say anything?” Orin asked, his voice breaking as he spoke.

“Because you are my father,” Iris said. She pulled him into a hug, which he happily returned. “I don’t care who gave birth to me or who sired me. You looked after me; that’s what matters.”

“I don’t deserve a daughter as wonderful as you.”

“You don’t,” Iris said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m your daughter. You took care of me for years, even though it was dangerous. While I don’t love the way you did it… I do love you, father.”

“I love you too, darling.” Iris broke the hug, remembering that they were at a fancy party. She straightened her dress. “So, what’s next for my amazing daughter?”

Iris looked at Remus. She rolled her eyes when she noticed that Azula had left him standing alone. “I’m thinking of travelling.”

Orin sighed. “I suppose I can’t talk you out of it.”

“Not a chance.”

“I suppose I can hardly say you’re safer here after what happened,” Orin said. He looked at Remus as well. “You’re planning to travel with the bodyguard I picked?”

“If he wants to.”

“I’m sure he will. It’s obvious to anyone with eyes that he’s smitten with you.” Orin grinned at her, relishing in her embarrassment. “To think my little Iris has finally got herself a boyfriend.”

“Ugh, please stop.” Iris looked away from him, trying to stop herself from smiling. Orin laughed to himself.

“Alright. Just promise that you’ll be careful, and send letters. Oh, and do try to visit at least sometimes. I know Sunmiss City isn’t the most exciting place in the world, but you can still stop by occasionally and-”

“Father, calm down,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. “I’m going to travel, not leave forever. Obviously, I’ll keep in touch.”

Orin chuckled softly. “Sorry, even imagining it got me nervous. I’ve protected you for so long, the idea of letting someone else do it makes me nervous.”

Iris hesitated. “I could travel later, maybe next-”

“No,” Orin said firmly. “I don’t want you holding off on my account; you’ve done that for long enough already. If you want to travel, that’s what you should do. Just remember that you always have a home to return to.”

“I will.” Orin’s eyes were glistening with tears. “Don’t expect another hug. I’m not leaving yet.”

“I’ll expect a hug when you do,” Orin said, mock stern. Iris rolled her eyes.

“Whatever.”


Chapter 48: A Whole World of Possibilities

After they talked, a politician approached Orin wanting to talk about the state of the mines. Not wanting to be in the way, or at all interested in the conversation, Iris took the opportunity to return to Remus.

“Were you having fun with Azula?” She asked. Iris hadn’t explicitly said that Azula wanted to be in his harem, feeling it not her place to tell Remus. But they had discussed their dynamic. Remus said he was eager to have a large ‘pack’. Iris wasn’t surprised; men always wanted to have large harems.

“She’s getting me a drink.” Iris looked at the drink in his hand. “I don’t know why either.”

She’s hopeless. Azula returned with 2 tall glasses; Iris took one casually. “Thank you, dear.”

“Oh, Iris, you're back. How’d it go with your dad?” Azula asked. She was practically vibrating with nerves.

“It went well. We talked about what happened and my plans to go travelling. He was surprisingly supportive, all things considered.” Iris sipped the drink. It tasted strongly of vanilla. It must have been imported from the north; vanilla never grows so far south.

“That’s great. I’m glad things worked out so well for you,” Azula said. “I’m not really sure what I’m going to do next.” Gretel had escaped in the chaos and had not been seen since. Bert was still around, but had confessed to his crimes, leaving him in an unclear position. Darkclaw had refused to make a ruling on his case, saying it was improper for her to do so before officially becoming the lord of Icereach. This left Azula in the strange position of having no teammates, in a country she wasn’t native to with no branch of her guild around.

“Is that so?” Iris sipped her drink again. “In that case, I guess you’ll just have to be my bodyguard for a little longer.”

“Hmm?”

“You’re both my bodyguards still, and you’ve proven yourselves to be more than qualified for the job,” Iris said, smirking to herself. “I’m sure my dear father would be very happy to continue paying you to protect me.”

***

Remus wasn’t sure what to say. His plan had been to stay in Sunmiss City indefinitely; it was one of the few places he could be sure that he would never turn into a werewolf again. He had hoped he would never need to transform again, helping him keep his condition a secret. That was no longer an option. Hundreds of people had seen him transform, including most of the Dark Knights and the local nobility. They didn’t seem to care; in fact, they had been very positive about his fight, saying he saved the city.

Is travelling a good idea?

He had finally found somewhere he could live safely. At least in theory. Lorcan had always warned him about meeting with too many non-werewolves. Even if they themselves weren’t dangerous, word could always get out, and werewolf hunters could discover where he was and attack. Remus didn’t know if he could handle losing another pack.

“Remus, is everything okay?” Iris had her hand on his arm, a concerned look on her face.

“Hmm, yeah, I was just… thinking.” Iris and Azula shared a look.

“You looked scared,” Iris said.

“I…” Remus looked at the 2 women. He cared about them both so much. He had sworn to protect them both. If he stuck around, would he be putting them in danger? Being a werewolf meant constantly being on guard, protecting against threats around every corner.

“Is this about travel? Do you not want to leave?” Azula asked.

“I think I have to,” Remus said at last. “I’ve been so relaxed, I almost forgot what I am. As long as I’m around you, I’ll attract danger. It would be better if you travelled without me. I’ll find my own way.”

Iris looked at Azula, then back to Remus, her eyes full of sympathy. She flicked him on the forehead.

“Ow, why did you do that?” Remus held his forehead in his hands.

“Because I didn’t want to risk hitting one of your bruises when I slapped you,” Iris said, crossing her arms. “Are you a complete idiot?”

“... um.”

“We literally just finished fighting people who were hunting me down, who were friends of Azula. You’re not the only person in the world with dangerous enemies,” Iris said. “Goddesses above, you’re so dramatic.”

“I…” Remus turned to Azula, who was frowning at him like he was an idiot. Thinking about it, Remus realised that she had a point. “I am an idiot, aren’t I?”

“Yes.” Iris rolled her eyes. “But I love you despite that.” She got on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. “Just don’t act so stupid again. I’m not letting you get away from me that easily, Muscles.”

Remus snorted, looking down at his gothic girlfriend. “I guess I’ll have to live with that fact.”

“Damn right.” Iris smirked at him. “So we’re decided; we’re going to go travelling together.”

“Um, I never actually agreed-” Iris cut Azula off with a glare. “Well, I do want to, but I’m just saying I never agreed.”

“So, are you coming?” Remus asked.

“Obviously,” Azula said. Iris snorted.

“Try to keep up, Remus.” She wrapped her arms around them both, pulling them into a group hug. “Alright, so it’s decided. The question now is: Where do we go?”

“Not Nexus,” Remus said. He was still a criminal, and while Solon had said he wasn’t going to report him, he didn’t feel like testing that promise.

“Okay, so not Nexus. Any other requirements?” Remus shrugged. His first instinct was to try to avoid the full moon, but he had already tried that and it didn’t work. Besides, he had enjoyed being transformed by the moon. He forgot how strong it made him feel. “Alright, in that case, it sounds like we’ve got a lot of options. After this is over, we’ll need to start planning.”


Chapter 49: Lady Darkclaw

The doors swung open. A trumpeter ran in, tooting his horn proudly. A man wearing pumpkin pants and a puffy overcoat strutted into the room. “Presenting, for the first time ever, Lady Darkclaw of Icereach!”

Darkclaw entered the room, her dress switched to a gothic skirt and corset without a trail. People began crowding around her, all desperate to get the attention of the most powerful woman in this region. Darkclaw greeted various courtiers and low-ranking nobles politely. Remus kept his distance, not wanting to get caught up in the procession.

“Everyone, I appreciate your coming here today to celebrate my ennobling. However, I feel it would be inappropriate to forget those that helped me reach this point,” she said. The room fell silent, the nobles looking amongst themselves. Remus picked up a canape, looking at the strange bumpy disc suspiciously as he tried to figure out exactly what it was. It smelt like berries, but it had a dry texture. “Many played vital roles in Coldheart’s defeat, but some of them have yet to receive the recognition they deserve. I am of course referring to Remus the werewolf, and his companions.”

“Huh?” Remus turned, finding all eyes on him.

“When Caius went on his rampage, Remus bravely fought him near single-handedly. If it were not for his courage and strength, many could have been injured by the madman.” Darkclaw walked towards Remus, the crowd parting like a log split by an axe. “Remus the werewolf, on behalf of the entire city, you have my thanks.”

Remus was still holding the canape. He froze, not knowing how to react to the strange turn of events. Everyone was staring at him. Iris stepped forward with a wide smile. “Remus was happy to help. He just hopes that this helps dispel some of the nasty rumours about werewolves moving forward. It was thanks to his Mene-given abilities that he was able to triumph after all.”

Darkclaw looked amused. “How well put, Iris. And fear not, I have not forgotten your contribution either. Given the urgent need to rebuild, I am afraid I cannot shower you with wealth as one might wish.” Remus didn’t really care; he never expected a reward. “But I would be a poor excuse for a lady if I let you leave empty-handed. As such, I have arranged for the following rewards: first, Remus you will be named an honorary Dark Knight, with all the benefits that entails.” Remus had no idea what the benefits were, but had the good sense to smile in response to that. A servant stepped forward, presenting Remus with the heart-shaped badge the other Dark Knights wore. “You are now Sir Remus, of my household. If you accept, that is?”

Remus kept staring at her in silence. Iris elbowed him in the side, breaking him out of the trance he was in. “Yes!”

“Excellent,” Darkclaw said, her voice light with barely suppressed laughter. Remus took the offered badge. He struggled to pin it onto his shirt. “I’m sure you will make me proud to have you as my knight. Next, a more tangible reward.” She snapped her fingers, and a man came out carrying a dark set of armour. “It is my hope that wearing this protects you, so that you may continue to help those in need.” Remus took the armour. He immediately noticed it was too small. “Do not fear, It has been enchanted to stretch to fit even the largest of warriors. No matter how big you get, it will still fit.”

Remus pulled on the metallic armour’s collar, finding it really did stretch with ease. “Thank you, my lady.”

“Next, for Iris, who fought bravely, I have this-” another man stepped forward, holding an old tomb. “-from my personal library, perhaps the best source of information on the Stygian in the world: Linmer’s study of possessor beasts. I hope it serves you well.”

Iris bowed, accepting the book with both hands. “I will treat it with care, my lady.”

“And lastly, Azula,” Darkclaw said. “You fought not only Gretel but also aided in the defeat of Caius. I shan’t forget your contribution anytime soon, and I hope this new armour serves you well. It’s specially treated, so it will be able to endure your flames better than any other armour you have worn in the past.”

Azula bowed formally, accepting the armour with shaking hands. “Thank you, your ladyship.”

“Everyone, please applaud the heroes who protected the city,” Darkclaw ordered, beginning the applause. Everyone joined in soon enough, some even going as far as to whoop and holler. Remus found the whole thing very embarrassing, but at the same time charming.

So this is what it’s like being a hero. It’s nice.

***

After giving Remus’ team their rewards, the new Lady Darkclaw gave several other speeches and thanked various members of the Dark Knights, the nobility and courtiers. Some of them Remus had never heard of before, and he suspected they had done little during the battle. That’s politics.

When she was done, the party started in earnest with a greater focus on mingling and socialisation. Remus didn’t want to do that, so stayed near the edge. Iris and Azula had started dancing in the middle. Eventually, he was joined by Orin.

“Hello, Remus, it’s good to see you again. I wanted to ask you about something?”

“Go ahead.”

“During the battle with Caius, you grew; how did you do that?” Orin asked, moving so that they stood next to each other with their backs to the wall.

“I’m a werewolf,” Remus said.

“I know. But werewolves don’t grow,” Orin said. Remus looked at him confused. “They can appear taller due to changes in posture, or sometimes fur, but ultimately their mass is unchanged. I’ve worked with several and read about them extensively. What you did is not a normal ability of werewolves.”

“... weird.” Remus shrugged.

“You’re also unusually large for a human,” Orin said. He looked him up and down. “And you heal even in your normal form.”

“What are you saying? Do you think I’m not human?”

Orin laughed. “Nothing so bizarre. You’re clearly human; you have no elvish, orcish or Nekomi features at all.” Orin rubbed his chin. “I just wondered if there wasn’t something more going on. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter if you don’t want it to, I suppose.”

Remus thought about it. His village had seemed normal growing up; he certainly didn’t remember any strange magic occurring. It was possible something had happened when he became a werewolf, but Lorcan never mentioned anything about him seeming unusual. “... Okay.”

Orin snorted. “I can’t decide whether I admire your lax attitude or think you need to be more concerned.” Remus shrugged, making Orin chuckle. He watched Iris twirl Azula, laughing happily. The pair looked beautiful together. “I trust you will treat my daughter well. She may act tough, but she doesn’t open herself up to many people. I would hate to see her get hurt.”

“I will,” Remus said seriously. “I love your daughter. I won’t hurt her no matter what.”

Orin’s eyes widened. “Love already? Oh, my. Young people always move so fast. Well, at least you’re taking this seriously.”

The song finished. Iris and Azula returned. “Remus, it’s time for you to dance with me.”

“I don’t really dance.” Iris had already grabbed his hand, pulling him towards the dance floor.

“We’ll dance Nekomi style,” she said, taking the lead. With Remus being so much taller than her, it felt more than a little silly wrapping his hands around her neck. “See, it’s not so hard.”

“I didn’t say it was hard; I just don’t tend to do it.” Lorcan had taught Remus several dances. He made him practise with Selene, saying it was vital to being a respectable young man. Remus grimaced at the memory, nostalgia mixing with the residual embarrassment. He always hated touching Selene.

“Just relax, it’s supposed to be fun.” Iris lifted her hand as high above his head as she could. Remus twirled, feeling silly. Iris bit her lip to stop herself from laughing.

“Can I lead now?”

“No,” Iris said, laughing. Despite her words, she moved her hands to his neck, letting him take the lead. “You’re pretty good at this.” Remus smiled, feeling more at peace. Holding her hips felt nice. “Twirl me.”

Iris seemed obsessed with twirls, so he complied. Her skirt rose slightly as she spun, then she landed flush against his chest, looking up at him with big doe eyes. The song was over, so Remus kissed her. She returned it eagerly.

They broke the kiss, still holding each other close. “See, dancing is fun.”

“Yes.” Remus looked deep into her eyes. “It is.”


Chapter 50: The Lady of Icereach

Bert was summoned to see Lady Darkclaw. After everything that had happened, he felt it was only right that he faced the punishment for his crimes. She was sitting on the lord’s seat, with her chief knight, Iema, at her side.

“M’lady,” Bert said, bowing to her.

“Bert, you have admitted to trying to kidnap a citizen of my lands, and participation in the conspiracy to kill Lord Darkheart and 49 Dark Knights. At this time, is there anything you wish to say in your defence?” Iema asked. Bert stood up straight.

“No, m’lady. I did what I did, and am ready to accept whatever punishment I get,” Bert said. Since the battle, he had been left free. He suspected that, had he chosen to flee into the night, he could have got away without being pursued. Bert had been tempted, but one thing stopped him. He didn’t want to be like Gretel.

He had seen how she destroyed lives, only to run away and repeat her behaviour. Gretel never stopped to reflect on what she had done. This is why she was able to do so many horrible things without flinching. Bert did not believe she was evil deep down. In her own twisted way, she thought she was doing the right thing. The problem was she wouldn’t accept any proof that she wasn’t. It didn’t matter who said she was wrong, or how they said it. She was intractable.

Bert had finally learnt not to follow her. Gretel may be his friend, but that didn’t mean he had to follow her as she ruined her life. He was going to face up to his mistakes.

“It should be noted that Bert was pivotal in the rescue of several of lo- ahem, that is to say the traitor Coldheart’s prisoners,” Iema said. “He fought valiantly. It is likely that if he were not present, the rescue mission would have been far more challenging, possibly even resulting in the deaths of the prisoners.”

“I’m inclined to agree with my head knight. Additionally, several of the prisoners and your allies have come forward to plead for clemency in my ruling,” Lady Darkclaw said. Her expression was unreadable. Bert had no idea what she was thinking. “The standard punishment for your actions would be to take your life. That being the case, I think it is only appropriate that I do so.”

Bert swallowed a lump in his throat. “I understan’.”

“To clarify,” Lady Darkclaw said, looking pleased with herself. “I will be taking your life- a life of service, that is. You will be joining the Dark Knights and will serve to undo the damage you have done by protecting this realm and its people. This is my ruling.”

“Looks like you’re mine now, big man.” Iema grinned toothily. “We’re going to have lots of fun whipping you into proper shape.”

Given the look on her face, Bert truly believed that this was a punishment.

***

Wolfgang had killed Lord Coldheart. Since then, he had been declared a traitor and a scoundrel. However, he was still the late Lord Darkheart’s brother. His death couldn’t merely be ignored. So when Wolfgang was summoned to the audience chamber to meet with Lady Darkclaw, he was not surprised. He was scared, but not surprised.

Iema smiled when she saw him, her expression looking positively vicious. Wolfgang bowed shakily upon arrival. “Wolfgang of Icereach, it is known that during the battle you were the one to deliver the decisive blow to Lord Coldheart.”

“That is correct,” Wolfgang said. He dared to meet her eyes. He had already killed a noble; the least he could do was meet the eye of the one sentencing him.

“Additionally, you fed a prisoner despite receiving orders from Coldheart stating that you should not do so,” Lady Darkclaw said. “I would like to hear you explain why you felt this was the correct course of action.”

Wolfgang had been thinking about this ever since the battle. It had kept him up at night, his mind racing as he tried to process the decision he had made with so little thought. “It was because I did not believe Lord Coldheart’s orders were just. He was cruel, and - and he was going to get a lot of people hurt. I knew that if I did what he told me to do, I would never be able to live with myself… my lady.”

Wolfgang hadn’t meant to sound so angry. He could tell he had surprised the noblewoman, as well as her knight. “It’s as we expected,” Iema said.

“Yes, given what we’ve heard, there’s only one thing we can do,” Lady Darkclaw said. Wolfgang swallowed, feeling like he was kneeling at the executioner’s block. “Wolfgang of Icereach, I am hereby sponsoring you to become a member of the Dark Knights.”

“Huh?”

“If you do not wish to join the brotherhood, you are free to refuse,” Lady Darkclaw said, waving a hand flippantly.

“No, that’s not- you’re letting me be a knight? But I killed Lord Coldheart.”

“Coldheart was a murderer and a scoundrel.” Lady Darkclaw scowled. “By ending his life, you saved many lives. Perhaps more than any other person that day. It is only right that your bravery be rewarded. However, there is more to it than that. Your reason was just. When Coldheart seized the lord’s seat, the Dark Knights served him as they had all the legitimate rulers. We shouldn’t have.”

Wolfgang recoiled, shocked at her blunt words.

“Coldheart was not a valid ruler, and his orders were not lawful. In cases such as these, the Dark Knights have a duty to refuse the orders of a corrupt lord, and furthermore to remove them. You showed this virtue. I hope that you will never need to again, but if there someday comes a time when I am no longer worthy of this seat, I want knights around who will remove me from my position.”

Wolfgang had never heard a noble speak like this before. Nobles always wanted absolute obedience, the type of men who would die at their command and fight anyone they wished to see dead. Wolfgang had never even considered that a different type of ruler was possible. That was simply what a lord was.

Seeing Lady Darkclaw, he was left wondering if he was wrong. Was this what a noble should be like? Willing to create a system that limits their own power, for the good of the people they rule. Wolfgang dropped to one knee, lowering his head.

“If you are willing to let me join your ranks, it would be my honour to serve you, Lady Darkclaw.” Iema laughed boisterously.

“That’s the spirit. But becoming a knight isn’t so easy. First, we’ve got to whip you into shape. Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you,” she said, somehow making it sound like a threat. Wolfgang smiled, too focused on how his life had improved to consider that being a knight would be anything but perfect.

“Thank you again for this opportunity. I won’t let you down, my lady.”

Lady Darkclaw graced him with a benevolent smile. Something in her smile almost looked sadistic, but that couldn’t be right. “See to it that you don’t.”

***

Caius felt so heavy. Every movement took so much energy. In all his life, he had never felt so weak before. I am a broken sword. I’m useless. He was in the dungeons of Icereach Castle. Lying on his bed, with a blanket draped over him. His meal was on the table just out of reach, yet getting it seemed so difficult.

Why didn’t they kill me? What is the point of my living when I have no lord to serve?

The door opened, and a woman stepped into view. It was Darkclaw. She looked at the warden. “Leave us.”

“Yes, Lady Darkclaw.” She waited until the door of the prison was completely closed before continuing. “Caius, I see you’re settling into your new accommodations well.” Caius didn’t respond. There was no point. He had been completely beaten. He couldn’t even kill Lord Coldheart’s enemies before he lost the Stygians. “You’re the first person to ever wield multiple Stygians at once. I already knew that Lord Coldheart helped you achieve this, but what I want to know is how? What did he do to you to make this possible?”

“He didn’t do anything,” Caius said, laughing coldly. “I was the ideal specimen. The perfect weapon, before Remus broke me.”

Darkclaw hummed. “So it was the Radiants who did this to you?”

“What are you talking about? They never did anything to me,” Caius said. Darkclaw looked at him closely.

“Perhaps an easier question. The Stygians that left you, can you help us track them down?” Caius suspected the Stygians were already causing mayhem. Darkclaw wanted to use them as weapons, as Coldheart had done. He could understand the sentiment, but that didn’t mean he was willing to help her. “You may be broken, but there are still secrets locked in your body,” Darkclaw said, giving him a poignant look. “Your life may have meaning yet. If I am right, you may be able to help a lot of people.”

“I won’t ever serve you.”

“You’re hardly in a position to refuse me anything,” Darkclaw said. Her harsh tone filled Caius with dread. He wondered if this was what his victims had felt like before he and Coldheart had ripped their Stygians out of them and left them to die. She turned her back on him, opening the door to the dungeon. She paused before leaving, speaking without turning back to face him, “You will help me, whether you wish to or not.”


Chapter 51: Goodbye

Bert felt like his muscles were on fire. He never knew knights trained so hard. Wolfgang left hours ago, Iema declaring his efforts “barely satisfactory for a recruit.” She was less forgiving when it came to Bert, pushing him beyond his limits as he was already an adventurer, so should be stronger. She didn’t let him go until he couldn’t continue any longer. Somehow, she had done the exact same training, only to walk away at the end saying she was going to look for “a real workout” as she headed towards Lady Darkclaw’s personal quarters.

Bert was hungry, but even eating sounded like too much work. He wanted to collapse in bed and sleep for a year. He knew that was impossible, as knights get up at 6am every day for some reason. Iema warned him that if he didn’t wake up on his own, she would wake him up. From the way she said it, Bert knew that he didn’t want a wake-up call from her. Goodbye lie-ins.

“There you are,” a voice called out. Turning to it, he saw the familiar face of Leafia grinning at him. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

Bert managed a weak smile, trying to hide how drained he was. “It’s good to see you up and about.”

“I’m lucky he didn’t hit anything too important.” Leafia lifted her top, showing him the bandages. “I wanted to thank you for that; if you weren’t there, he would’ve killed me.”

Bert smiled, letting himself feel a little pride. “It was nothin’.”

“Aw, there’s no need to be modest. You saved me and my dad, not to mention all the other priests and templars; you’re totally a hero,” Leafia said. “You should come over for dinner sometime. My dad wants to thank you too.”

“I…” Bert swallowed, unsure how to react. “I’d love to.”

“Awesome. We’re staying in a place on the outskirts of town.” Leafia handed him a piece of paper with the address. “Come down whenever you want. I’ve got to run now; I’ll see you later, okay?” She waved, heading back the way she had come. Bert waved after her, then put the address in his pocket. The idea of walking that far seemed impossible to him in his current state, but he’d get a day off from training eventually. At least, he hoped he would.

He was slinking back to his room when he saw Azula waiting at his door. She was dressed in her new armour, the black metal covering her from head to toe. “Bert, there you are!” She ran over happily. The armour was silent, clearly well made. “I was afraid I’d missed you.”

“Training ran a little late,” Bert said. Azula tilted her head.

“I thought you started in the morning? It’s past dinnertime.” Bert felt like crying. “Um, okay, well done for training so hard. Being a knight must be a lot of fun.”

“It’s a riot.” Bert fished out the key to the cell he had been given. He walked in, collapsing on the bed. Azula followed him in, looking around the small grey room.

“Not bad. I always thought knights shared bunks,” Azula said.

“Only during wartime. Most have their own places; I get to use this as a favour since I’ve not been paid yet.” Bert sat up, leaning against the headboard.

“Right…” Azula drifted off, still standing. “I’m going to be leaving tomorrow, around daybreak. We want to travel during the little light that’s available.”

“Tomorrow?”

“We’ve waited around as long as we can. We didn’t want to overstay our welcome,” Azula said. “Besides, Iris’s really excited to start seeing the world.”

“Travelling around Necrum in the dead of winter, she’s a brave woman,” Bert said with a smirk.

“With a fire mage,” Azula said, making a quick flame on her finger. “You certainly always travelled in style.”

“Fair.” Bert laughed. “It’ll be weird not having ya around anymore. It’s been years.”

“Yeah. I used to think we’d be a team forever, or until one of us died, at least.” Azula smiled wistfully. “The 3 of us.”

A heavy silence filled the room. “They’ve not found her. It’s like she’s disappeared off the face of Gaia,” Bert said, looking up at the ceiling of his room. “She led us into this mess, then fucked off as soon as it got hard for her.” They fell into silence again, Bert frowning. He still wasn’t sure how he really felt about it. He told everyone he wanted Gretel captured, since he knew that’s what they expected a trainee knight to say. But part of him was glad. He didn’t want his friend to die, and Darkclaw would definitely execute her. “I am sorry, ya know? For what happened.”

“You came around in the end; I’m not angry,” Azula said peacefully.

“You’re a better woman than me.” Bert chuckled. Azula gave him an odd look. “Ya know what I meant!”

Azula chuckled along with him. “I do. And I really mean it. I’m not angry. In the end, you helped us; that counts for something. I don’t regret what happened.”

“I do. I wish we never came here.”

“If we hadn’t come here, we would’ve kept following Gretel forever,” Azula pointed out. Bert suspected she was right. Following Gretel wasn’t always fun, but it was easy. It made everything feel so simple having her tell them what was right and wrong. “And it’s not all bad; you’re a knight now! That’s pretty great.”

“I’m a squire. I’m not gonna be a knight for years,” Bert groused. He grimaced when he thought about his training again. “I’m basically a whippin’ boy.”

“... so maybe not all good.”

Bert grunted. As much as he hated his training, he knew he was getting off with essentially no punishment for his crimes. The sudden need to recruit new Dark Knights meant that Darkclaw wasn’t going to let any strong man get away if she could help it. “It’s what I deserve. I caused a lot of trouble. Not like your werewolf buddy.” Azula blushed a little at the mention of Remus. Bert’s eyes widened when he noticed. “It must be nice having a knight as a partner.”

“We’re not dating!” Azula was too easy to tease. She realised her mistake after yelling, lowering her head. Bert laughed at her embarrassment; it felt like the old days. “What do you think about Remus?”

“He’s got one mean punch,” Bert said, remembering his final fight with Caius. “Not surprisin’ from such a giant.”

“No, I mean like…” Azula drifted off weakly.

“He’s a nice guy. You could use a nice guy, after everythin’ that’s happened.”

Azula smiled at his assessment. Bert didn’t know why she would care about his opinion. She looked at the door. “I’ve got to get back.” She pulled Bert into a tight hug. “Take care of yourself, okay? I won’t be around to do it for you.”

“Me? I’m the one who always took care of you!” Azula pulled back with a smirk. Bert huffed, realising he was being silly. “Just make sure you don’t do nothing stupid.”

“Don’t worry, I know that’s your department.”

“Damn right it is.” Bert laughed heartily, thumping his own chest hard enough to hurt. “I’ll be damn mad if you try to muscle in on my turf.”

Azula laughed as well. “Goodbye, Bert. Next time I’m in town, I expect you to be a great knight.”

“I will be,” Bert said. Azula walked to the doorway, opening the door. “Goodbye, Azula.”

She closed the door, leaving Bert alone in his knight’s quarters. I’m finally alone. He looked around the cell, sadness sitting in his chest. His stomach rumbled, but he ignored it. He didn’t want to see any of the other knights. He didn’t want to see anyone. I’m alone.


Chapter 52: Council

The ruler of Icereach had many courtiers. Lord Darkheart felt it important to have many advisers. Despite this, he often made decisions without consulting anyone. He was the lord, and his word was final.

Lady Darkclaw admired Darkheart as a ruler. She felt he had been fair, and his decisions led to great advancements for the city and its people. That did not mean she had no qualms at all. She had always felt that Darkheart’s executive decision making left many who were affected without a voice. Seeing how Lord Coldheart had ruled during his brief stint as a lord (technically his rule would not be acknowledged, as he was not a legitimate ruler and was never sworn in), she felt that this issue was more important than ever.

That is why Lady Darkclaw had called for the creation of the Council of the Frozen Lands. She had brought together the rulers of all the towns in her domain, lords and mayors alike, as well as Iema, the captain of the Dark Knights, and representatives of the major temples. There were over 2 dozen men and women sitting around the table, all looking unsure of themselves. A few even had number 2s standing behind them, since they wouldn’t fit around the table.

“Thank you for coming, everyone. This meeting will surely be a historic one: the first gathering of the Council of the Frozen Lands. I have invited you all here not to dictate my orders, but to hear your concerns. So-” Darkclaw took her seat at the head of the table. “- who wants to speak first?”

The council members looked among themselves with uncertainty. Lord Darkheart had not been one to welcome criticism. “Ahem,” Yral said, standing up. “As the mayor of Cloudsky, I welcome this refreshing new approach to rulership.” Lady Darkclaw inclined her head in thanks. “My key area of concern is perhaps obvious to many of you; the lack of development of the towns around Icereach.”

Many of the mayors nodded, including Orin, who was welcomed in his capacity as mayor of Sunmiss City. “I see. I am aware that your populations have been reducing; what do you propose we do about it?”

“We need greater investment in alternative industries,” Orin said, taking his chance to stand. “With the mines closed, there is no work in Sunmiss City this time of year.”

“I appreciate that is an issue, but with the flooding, such issues are unavoidable,” Lady Darkclaw said. Lord Darkheart had looked into the matter previously, and reached the same conclusion.

“Perhaps, but if we were to take advantage of the nearby woods, we could create a thriving logging industry,” Orin said.

“If anyone’s going to be logging, it should be the people of Cloudsky. We have much better access to the woods, with much higher quality timber.”

Lady Darkclaw raised a hand, stopping them before they got too deep into an argument. “The woods cannot be logged more than they already are; it would be unsustainable. You’ll have to think of another solution.”

The mayors didn’t seem happy about this. Lady Darkclaw didn’t care; she was willing to hear them out, but she wasn’t going to bind herself to their whims, particularly for short-term profits. Her goal was to have her lands flourish for centuries, not years. Another man stood up, looking very pleased with himself.

“I have a far better solution. Now, as I’m sure you’re all aware, the winter months also lead to a drastic increase in the monster population. This is a problem we all have to deal with, but perhaps it could be an opportunity.” He paused, dragging out the moment with a wide grin.

This is going to be a long day.


Chapter 53: Azula’s Turn

Remus was following Iris. He didn’t know where they were going or why, but Iris had seemed very pleased when she came to get him. “What’s going on? Shouldn’t we be packing?” It was there last night in Icereach. Remus had already finished packing, but he never saw Iris even start.

“You're going to like this, trust me,” Iris said, her grin promising pleasure. He noticed she didn’t answer his question about packing, but let it slide.

“You can’t even give me a little hint?”

“Where would the fun in that be?” Iris laughed darkly. “We’re here.”

“Azula’s room?” Remus recognised the doorway, although he hadn’t been inside it before.

“That’s right.” Iris pushed open the door, which was apparently unlocked.

“Wait, so what’s my…” Remus saw Azula waiting on the bed, looking bashful. She was wearing a white shiny bra and a tiny black skirt. Her legs were together, so Remus couldn’t see anything, but with the length he knew it wouldn’t take much for that to change. “... surprise.” Remus swallowed. He still didn’t know what was going on. “Is it okay for me to be here, Azula?”

“It’s… fine.”

“Please stop being so shy. Both of you.” Iris closed the door; it clicked with finality. “You must know what’s going on here, Remus.” Remus looked at Iris. He had no idea what was happening. “Azula, anything to say?”

Azula didn’t say anything.

Iris huffed. “Remus,” Azula said in a small voice. “I know you're forming a … pack. So… I want to … you want me to be part of it, don’t you?” Remus turned to her; Azula blushed beet red.

“When I say pack, what do you think I mean?” Remus asked.

“A harem,” Iris said. Remus looked at her oddly.

“A pack is more like a group of very close companions,” Remus said, realising their earlier conversation had been misinterpreted.

“Eh?” Azula looked horrified. “So you're not looking to enslave more women?”

“More women?” Remus didn’t think he had enslaved anyone.

Iris stepped forward, wrapping an arm around Azula. “Let’s slow down before things get more confused. Remus, honey, we’re not talking about going into a 24/7 master-slave arrangement right now. What’s being proposed is a threesome, Azula and me, servicing your cock however you want.”

Remus looked at Azula. She smiled at him awkwardly, waving with her free hand. “The decision is yours, Remus. You’ve got 2 beautiful women begging to serve your giant, veiny cock. Are you going to let us?” Iris said, leaning forward.

“You really want to do this?”

“Um… we don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Azula said. “But… I want to be with you. And I’ll… be obedient, if you’ll let me.”

Remus wanted her. He pulled her into a kiss, going gently at first, testing her response. Azula kissed back enthusiastically, her lips soft against his own. Remus’ cock twitched, desire building within him. “Spread your legs.” Azula slowly parted her knees, revealing she had nothing underneath her tiny skirt. Her pussy was a perfect pink slit, with a tidy ginger landing strip leading into it. He could smell her arousal, his mouth starting to water at the scent. He licked his lips. “I want to taste you.”

“Ah… please do, sir,” Azula said, the last word so softly he barely heard her. Remus lifted her off the bed like she was weightless, which to him she basically was. Picking her up, he put her legs over his shoulders, so his face was buried between her thighs, her skirt covering his head.

“So strong,” Iris said, her arousal clear. “Even I’ve never ridden his face like that.”

“I’m first at something. That makes me happy.” Azula giggled. Remus ran his tongue over her slit, getting his first taste of her. She tasted similar to Azula, yet somehow different. Sweeter? Remus couldn’t tell, but he liked it. He lapped at her hungrily, embracing her unique flavour. She gasped as he licked away. He had no method or plan; he let his instincts guide him to taste as much of her as possible. “Oh my… yes, that’s oh!”

Remus slipped his tongue inside her. Her taste flooded his senses, his nose pressed between her lips. At first he thought he was imagining it, but he soon realised that she was warmer than Iris too. Fitting for a fire mage.

“Ah, inside… keep going. Do that. Do exactly that.” Remus kept going, replicating the motion she was begging for. Her legs clamped around his head, feeling like she was trying to crush his skull. “I’m going to…” Her pussy heated up, juices flooding out onto Remus’ face. She was so hot, it almost burned. He kept licking, letting her ride out her pleasure on his face. When she was done, she slumped forward.

“He’s good, isn’t he?” Iris asked.

“... yes,” Azula breathed. Remus picked her up, seeing her tired, happy expression. On the bed, Iris had stripped down to nothing, and was rubbing her bare cunt. Remus licked his wet lips clean.

“Enjoying the show?” he asked, grinning at her.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.” Remus stared at her blankly. Iris put a single finger under Azula’s chin, tilting her head back and then kissed her. Remus watched enraptured as the pair made out, their tongues and lips rolling over each other in a sensual display. The moment felt like it lasted for hours, but Remus was sure it wasn’t even a minute. Azula let out a long, breathy moan, then Iris pulled away, a trail of spit connecting their lips. “Enjoying the show?”

“I am.” Remus’ cock was too hard to keep ignoring. He pounced onto the bed, pinning Azula. She looked up at him, her lips subtly parted. “But I hate being left out.” He kissed her furiously. He slipped his tongue into her mouth, intent on tasting her upper lips just as thoroughly as the other ones. Azula mewled as he kissed her, arching her boobs into his chest. She ran her hands through his hair, pulling him in deeper. More.

Remus pushed harder, rubbing his crotch against her wet slit. He could feel her excitement through his trousers, her pussy burning hot and wet. More. He groped her chest, massaging the mounds firmly through her bra. Growling, he pulled away, grabbing the bra with disdain. More.

Azula saw the look he was giving her. “Do it. Break it. Ravish me.” Remus ripped the bra away, destroying it. Her tits jiggled wildly as it was torn to shreds. “They’re yours. They're all yours.”

Remus was already running his tongue over her chest, tasting her unique flavour. She was so delicious. He wanted to taste every inch of her. He felt a hand on his crotch, but Azula’s were still in his hair. Glancing down, he saw Iris groping him with a seductive grin. “Keep going. You work on her, and I’ll work on him.” She pulled down Remus’ trousers, letting his cock spring free.

“Holy shit, I thought you were exaggerating," Azula said, sounding half excited and half scared. Iris kissed his shaft, leaving behind a black lipstick mark.

“What’s the matter? Don’t think you can handle it.” She kissed it again, then ran her lips between the 2 kiss marks.

“I…” Azula’s arousal grew, the scent mixing with Iris’ and filling the room. “I want to find out.”

“Not yet,” Iris said. “I get the first taste.” Iris wrapped her lips around the tip of Remus’ cock, whirling her tongue around his glans. Remus breathed heavily at the feeling; his girlfriend knew exactly how to work his cock.

Azula was watching the show with rapt attention, her arousal growing by the second. “My tits. Use them.” She was breathless with need. Remus didn’t waste any time, attacking her tits with his tongue relentlessly. She moaned with pleasure, never taking her eyes off of Remus, who looked right back at her. “Nipples. Please. Lick my nipples.” Remus bit her nipples, grinning evilly at her gasp of desire. “Better. So much better.”

Iris deep-throated him. Remus twitched in her throat, the feelings from his cock becoming hard to ignore. He kept licking, but his focus was drawn ever more downwards, to the gothic slut who was massaging his balls as she slobbered on his cock. Remus bucked his hips, humping into her mouth.

He knew what she wanted. What she always wanted. Iris was a perfect cumslut; she loved the taste of his jizz. Even when he was licking another woman’s tits, she wanted nothing more than to have him fill her cheeks. “You're going to have to work for it, slut.” Remus hammered into her harder. Iris never turned down a challenge. She speared herself downwards in time with his thrusts, licking his balls while he used her throat. “Fuck, I’m-”

“Do it, fill her throat, sir.” Azula turned his head to look at her. “Kiss me. Kiss me while you fill Iris’ slut mouth with your perfect cum.”

Remus doubted he’d ever receive a more tempting offer. Their lips met as he released into Iris, his cum flowing freely into her eager mouth. She kept pumping, drawing out his cum as his tongue wrestled with Azula’s. Azula held him tight, sharing in his bliss even as he released inside another woman. When he was done, Iris pulled off his cock, her lips dragging against him every inch of the way, as she sucked out the last drops. A wet pop signalled she was done.

Azula broke the kiss, pushing Remus so she could sit up. Remus was confused as to why until he saw Iris next to her with a mouthful of cum. Are they going to do it? Azula pulled Iris into a passionate kiss, their tongues rolling over each other. Iris pushed the cum from her mouth into Azula’s mouth, making the ginger woman groan with pleasure. She’s feeding her my cum. Cum was dripping from their lips onto Iris’ tits. Azula swallowed, then stooped down to lick up the lost bounty.

“Fuck, not just the size, the taste too. Remus is every bit as good as I hoped,” Azula said, licking the last drop. Remus’ cock regained its hardness in an instant. He wanted Azula; he wanted her badly. “Oh, is that for me?” Azula sounded like a different woman compared to before. Her nerves were gone, replaced with a coy confidence that Remus found intoxicating.

He grabbed her, lifting her up again and throwing her against a wall. He bit at her neck, loving the sound of her joyful gasp and the way she wrapped her legs around his waist. “You’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” Azula said, squeezing him with her arms and legs. “Take me. Use that giant cock to make me yours. Mark me as your property.”

Remus slammed into her so hard the walls shook. He kept going, all thoughts of gentleness forgotten in his passion. He needed her. He needed her now. “Mine.”

“Yours.” She was clinging to him, her breath replaced with pants of pleasure as he fucked her. “I’m yours. My body belongs to you, sir. I’m your fuck toy, your cumdump. I’ll be whatever you want me to be. I belong to you.”

“Don’t forget about me,” Iris said. She licked Remus’ swinging balls as he pounded into Azula. “Remus already has a cumdump.”

“He can have 2. I don’t care, as long as I get to ride his cock I don’t care what I am!” Azula’s juices were gushing out of her and down his cock. Iris lapped them up happily.

“You're both mine. I’m never going to let either of you go,” Remus growled, licking her neck. Her reaction was marvellous; she was so sensitive it seemed anything would set her off. She kept moaning and crying out as he used her, until she clamped down, her cum flying out as she squirted again.

“Yes! I’m cumming. I’m cumming on your massive prick.” Remus pounded into her even harder. He wasn’t satisfied with making her cum once. He wanted her to scream his name, to lose herself entirely in the pleasure. He bit her tits; his teeth sinking into the flesh. “I’m- again! I’m cumming again. Remus!”

Her last orgasm had just finished, but he triggered another. Remus felt intoxicatingly powerful as he made her feel good right away, feeling even more juices coming out of her onto Iris’ waiting face. “Such a good cumdump.”

“I’m a good cumdump.” Azula giggled proudly. “Don’t stop. I can take more. I want more.”

“I won’t.” The sound of his flesh slapping against hers, and Iris’ licking his balls became the only sound in the room. Remus fucked her long and hard, never slowing down for even a second. He was focused; he had no thoughts in his mind except for his all-consuming desire for the woman in his arms. She came again. And again. Remus wasn’t keeping track. He knew he made her feel good, and he felt good doing it. That was all that mattered to him. She was his woman.

“So many… I didn’t know it was possible…” Azula was covered in sweat, her body exhausted.

Remus growled bestially. “Take it. Take my cum.”

“Yes, fill me up. Mark me with your superior jizz!” Remus bit her neck again, sucking hard as he flooded her with all his jizz. As he did, Iris sucked on his balls hard, making his orgasm even stronger; more jizz coming out of his cock than ever before. When he was done, he kissed her one more time, then threw her onto the bed. She giggled as she bounced about.

“So violent. I love it,” Azula purred. Remus looked down at his ball cleaner. She was utterly soaked, looking like she had just been in the shower. Her makeup was ruined; mascara streaks ran down her face, and her lipstick was smeared all over his cock and balls. Iris had already taken his cock into her mouth, slathering it with her tongue to get the cum she so loved.

“I bet you want that cum, don’t you?” Iris nodded, sticking her tongue out. Remus looked at Azula. She grinned, letting her legs fall open.

“My first creampie, and you want to take that too?” Azula spread her pussy lips apart, showing off the thick white cum inside her. “Hmm, I’ll tell you what, Iris. You can have it if you beg. And make it good; I can be demanding when I know I’ve got something you want.”

Iris slurped the juices off of his cock, then collapsed forward into a prostrate position. “Please, Mistress, please let me taste your delicious creampie. I love cum so much, both Remus’ godly cum and your delicious squirt. I want it so bad. I’ll do anything.”

Azula smirked, loving her role. “You may. But I'll expect you to repay the favour when Remus fills up your goth-slut cunt.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Iris sprinted forward on all fours like an animal, face-planting between Azula’s legs. Remus watched in fascination as she slurped the cum out of Azula’s cunt, moaning at each taste. “So good. I love this so much. I want it all the time. It’s so delicious. I wish I could live on this alone.”

Remus approached her from behind, putting 2 fingers into her slit. “Tight again. Here I thought after last time you’d be left gaping forever.”

“If you want my holes gaping open, you’ll have to stretch them yourself,” Iris said, humping back into his fingers. “You’ve got that big hole-wrecker; use it. Make my cunt so loose no other man could dream of filling it.”

Azula lifted Iris’ chin with one finger, mirroring her earlier action. Then she slapped her face. “Stay focused on my cunt, slut. I was nice enough to let you taste it; the least you could do is make sure I cum on your face.”

“Ha, yes, Mistress. Sorry for getting distracted by my stupid cunt, Mistress,” Iris said. She dived back into Azula’s pussy, moaning as she licked.

Remus smacked her ass, pausing to watch the satisfying way it jiggled. “She acts so cocky, but wave a cock in her face and she gets so compliant.”

“Or a pussy.” Azula pushed Iris down between her legs. “Still, she is being good. You deserve a reward, Iris.” Azula moved around, so that she was in a 69 position with Iris. “Sir, please use her cunt while I lick her clit. Let’s show her the time of her life.”

Remus’ erection returned with a vengeance. He slammed into Iris, knowing she could handle it. At the same time, he heard the sound of Azula lapping at Iris’ clit, followed by her low moans. “So good. Both at once, I’ve never-”

“Stay focused,” Azula scolded, wrapping her legs around Iris’ face. Remus was fucking her hard and fast. Iris was trying, but soon enough her ministrations had all but stopped as she became a moaning mess. “So pathetic. Can’t even lick my cunt right.”

“It’s impossible… my cunt… fuck…” Remus smacked Iris’ ass hard, leaving a red handprint. Her cunt clamped down around him, squeezing him for all she was worth. “Ha! Yes, harder. Smack my fat ass!”

Remus kept up the pace, never letting up for a second. As he went, he kept slapping her cheeks, the cracking sound filling the air. Every time he did, he’d hit her again, loving the feeling of her hole tightening. The repeated beatings turned her ass a wonderful shade of red. Remus had never felt such a strong desire to hit something before. The sadistic thrill of punishing her was intoxicating, made even better by her wanton begging. He knew she was having the time of her life, and it was all thanks to him and Azula.

“Fuck, don’t - I can’t - I’m…” Iris’ back arched as the bliss took her. Remus felt the by now familiar feeling of her orgasming on his cock, squirting onto Azula’s waiting face. The redhead drank her juices happily, never stopping her tongue-based assault. She didn’t need to say what she had in mind; the plan was obvious. Iris was in heaven, but they weren’t stopping. They kept ploughing her, giving her as much ecstasy as she could handle. The sounds of her rapture filled the air, bouncing off of the walls. Remus could tell this was better than any orgasm he had ever given her alone; Azula’s tongue work combined with his cock doing more than either could individually.

Iris collapsed between Azula’s legs, drained of her energy. “Aw, I think the little slut is tired.”

“Maybe she just wants another taste of your cunt. I can sympathise,” Remus said, giving her another spank. Iris stuck out her tongue, but she was too tired to move it with any real skill.

“Just keep your tongue out; I’ll ride your face.” Azula grabbed Iris’ head, holding it between her legs. She rocked her hips, grinding against her tongue. “There you go- now you're being a good slut.”

Remus loved the sight. Who wouldn’t? 2 beautiful women were fucking each other silly, all while he used one of their pussies, having already filled the other. They were both dedicated to him, focused entirely on servicing his needs and making him feel good. A voice in his head told him that he didn’t deserve this, that it was too good for him. But he promptly shut that voice out. He was having too much fun to let himself wallow in misery.

He stayed in the present, his mind laser focused on the tight hole he was penetrating. He wanted to stretch it. He was going to stretch it. She was his, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until her cunt was altered to take his cock and only his cock. Remus felt his cock getting harder, followed by Iris moaning again. “So full. I’m so fucking full. Yes. I love it.”

“It’s growing,” Azula said in awe. Remus had thought it was a trick of the light, but he noticed she was right. His cock was growing bigger, stretching her cunt around it. “How?”


“I don’t…” 

“Don’t slow down, this feels amazing,” Iris said, humping back into him. Remus put the thought out of his mind. It didn’t matter. What mattered was making Iris feel as good as possible. His cock only stopped growing when her cunt was clinging to him so tightly he thought it couldn’t take anymore. He didn’t know pussies could stretch that much! “Hard. Fuck me hard!”

Body proportions aside, Remus kept up his brutal pace. Iris wanted it, and he was going to give it to her. Her pussy clutched his cock so hard, begging him to release inside her. He gripped her ass cheeks in his hands, feeling the thick ass meat between his fingers. With a growl, he released inside her, painting her insides with his thick jizz.

“Yes, fill me. I’m your slut, your whore. I’m a cumdump.” Remus’ enlarged cock shot out even more than usual. He felt like he had no limits. Cum kept flowing out until Iris’ was filled, then sprayed out the sides dropping onto the eager face of Azula. Azula licked the cum up joyfully, her tongue rolling over the place he was connected to Iris. Her own orgasm followed shortly after, alongside another round of squirting that made Azula scream happily.

Remus kept cumming. He was planting more jizz in her than should have been possible. Azula kept up at first, but the deluge overwhelmed her, painting her face white. Remus pulled out, letting his cock spray Azula’s tits next; he wanted to give her a pearl necklace. Instead, he covered them as well. Finally, he petered out, wiping the last drops onto Iris’ ass.

He lay back on the bed, seeing the moon through a crack in the curtains. Since it wasn’t full, he didn’t transform, but it still made him feel energetic. He wondered why. The sound of laughter distracted him; he turned to see Azula and Iris still in position, playing with the momentous amount of cum he had left on and in them.

“Goddesses above, you said he came a lot, but this is ridiculous.” Azula scooped some of his jizz off of her tits, sticking it in her mouth. “So tasty.”

“This is more than usual,” Azula said. She moved so she could lick Azula’s tits, moaning as she hoovered up thick globs of cum. “You must have made him extra horny.”

“Aw, is that true?” Azula asked, taking another mouthful of cum.

“Yes,” Remus replied seriously. Azula looked at him oddly, then burst out laughing.

“You choose the weirdest things to be serious about.”

“He really does.” They kept licking up the cum, Iris even licking Azula’s face clean. They didn’t stop until every last drop on each of them had been eaten, their bodies left slick with each other’s spit. Remus watched them clean up enraptured. Knowing that both his lovers wanted it so badly was wonderful.

“I’m full. I wish I’d known we’d get such a feast; I’d have had less at dinner,” Iris said, rubbing her belly happily.

“I could have more,” Azula said, licking the final drops off of Iris’ ass with a silly grin. “What do you say, Remus, can you give this slut another mouthful?”

Azula’s eyes were glued to his already rock-hard member. She knew what their display had done to him. Iris’ eyes widened at the sight. “Fuck, I’m lucky I’ve got you to help me, Azula. I don’t think I could handle Remus all by myself. That thing never gets soft!”

Remus laughed at her joke. He knew she was more than happy with his endless energy. Iris pouted. “I can’t see my lipstick on his dick anymore. It must’ve got washed off when he was wrecking my cunt.” Iris spread her legs, showing off her gaping pussy. As promised, it was wider than ever; Remus could see straight inside her. Iris gripped the edges, putting her fingers inside herself to spread it even wider. “This definitely shows who owns me. No one else has such a massive, magic cock.”

“You're making me jealous,” Azula said. She spread her legs, sticking her fingers inside herself and stretching her pussy, but couldn’t get it as wide as Iris’ cunt. “I want my cunt to be gaped for Remus too.”

“It’s all about training. I’m sure in time, Remus will train you to be a good gape slut just like me.”

“I hope so.” Azula took her fingers out. “But for now, we have a job to do.”

Remus thought they were going to suck his cock; instead, they got off the bed and walked to the bathroom. He was confused, thinking it was over until they returned. Iris was wearing a fresh layer of her black lipstick, and Azula had put on orange. “Oh.”

“Aw, he’s figured it out,” Iris teased. She crawled onto the bed, smirking at him.

“We’re going to give you new lipstick marks,” Azula drawled, crawling up the other side. She took Remus’ cock into her hand, placing a gentle kiss at the tip, leaving behind an orange ring. “There you go.”

Iris copied the action, opening her mouth a little so her lipstick mark was immediately after Azula’s. “And there’s mine. Are you satisfied?”

Remus growled. “More.”

“Okay.” Iris pecked the side, her lips glancing against it so gently they didn’t even leave a lipstick stain.

Remus could tell from the look in Iris’ eyes what she wanted. He slapped her. “More.”

“As you wish,” Iris said, lowering herself onto his cock. “But you’ll need to slap me. More.”

Remus slapped her again; she spread her lips over his tip, letting them drag across it as she lowered herself. “More.” He slapped her again. She dropped. His whole cock was buried in her throat, her lips wrapped around the base. She pulled back, her lips sticking to his cock as she did, leaving a steady stain. “More.”

“Azula’s turn,” Iris said, giving the other woman a pointed look. Azula used a different tack. She kissed down the sides, her lips leaving a trail of orange in their wake as she layered it with affection. Her eyes stayed glued on Remus’ own as she worked, her hand caressing his balls. Iris dropped to join her, copying her actions on the other side. Remus groaned, his cock twitching from the teasing. Azula wrapped her lips around the side, rubbing his cock between them; when Iris copied the action they ended up kissing around his cock.

Remus gasped as he felt their tongues slipping out, then rubbing against each other. His cock was trapped between their mouths. “More.” Remus thrust between them, feeling their tongues lavishing him with attention. They moved together skilfully, as if they had somehow practiced for this. Remus held their heads as he fucked their faces together. “More.”

He pulled Azula up. She obediently took his cockhead in her mouth, letting him fuck her face directly. Iris dropped down to his balls, taking the chance to kiss and suck them, spreading her lipstick even further. Remus groaned as he plunged into her mouth again and again. Azula couldn’t take him as deep as Iris, but she made up for it with her skilled tongue. With Iris on his balls, he knew he wouldn’t last long.

“I’m going to cum. Where do you want-” Remus was cut off when Azula pushed down, wrapping her arms around him. The answer was clear. She wanted it in her mouth. She wanted all of it. She started jerking off the base of his cock while bobbing her head on the tip. He felt the entrance to her throat, his cock breaking into it repeatedly. The feeling of it gripping him was addictive, added to by the pleasure her tongue and lips gave. Remus couldn’t hold out. His cock twitched, then spurted into her mouth, flooding her with cum. Azula sealed her lips around him, not letting a single drop go. She swallowed the first load, then the next. With Iris working his balls, Remus was delivering another large load despite having let so much out already. Yet somehow, Azula kept up, greedily sucking it down until he had no more to offer.

When he was done, she pulled off, showing him the mouthful she had left. She swirled it around with her tongue, giggling around it. “Aw, she’s such a good cumslut,” Iris cooed. Her lipstick had all come off again, left all over Remus’ dick. Azula grinned with her mouth still open, then blew a cum-bubble. “Can I have some, please?”

Azula closed her mouth with her cheeks puffed out, looking vaguely ridiculous. Like Iris, her makeup was a mess. She shook her head. “Good cum-sluts share, Azula,” Remus scolded, giving her ass a playful swat.

Azula pouted, but nodded her assent. Grabbing Iris, she pulled her into a passionate kiss, passing the cum between them just like Iris had done earlier. When they were done, they were panting for air but visibly satisfied. “Thank you for the treat, Azula,” Iris said, looking dreamy.

“I’m a good cumslut.” Azula turned to Remus. “Thank you for letting me serve your glorious cock, and taste your delicious cum, sir.”

It still seemed vaguely absurd when Remus’ women said things like that to him. “Thank you for using this cumslut, sir,” Iris said, lowering her head submissively. It was absurd, but he loved it.

“You both did great. I can’t wait to use you again,” Remus said. He collapsed backwards onto the bed, suddenly very tired. They joined him, resting their heads on his shoulders so they were as close to him as possible.

“You really want to use me again?” Azula asked, a little of her earlier shyness returning.

“I will,” Remus said. “You and Iris are both my girlfriends now. We’re going to have a lot more threesomes.”

It felt presumptuous, which in a way it was. But neither of them seemed bothered at all, beaming up at him infectiously. “I’ll be a good slut for you, sir. You can use me whenever you want.” Azula kissed his cheek. Iris mimicked the action on his other cheek.

“You already use me whenever you want, sir.”

Azula then leaned over, kissing Iris. “I’ll be having more fun with you too.”

Iris returned the gesture. “Of course. We’re a threesome. We’re going to be having a lot of fun together from now on.” 


“I’ll do my best to be a good girlfriend to you both,” Azula said. She was blushing despite everything they had just done. 


“You’ll be great.” Remus stroked her hair. “I know it.” He paused, wondering if he should continue. “I love you.” 


Azula looked shocked at his sudden confession. “I-I love you, too.” Azula looked at Iris. “And you, Iris.” 


Iris was much calmer about it. “I love you both.” 


Remus closed his eyes. This is perfect. 


Chapter 54: Departure

Iris pulled on the drawstring of her bag, having taken her last items from her room. It was finally time to head out. They had briefly returned to Sunmiss City to gather what Iris needed and say goodbye to her friends around the city. Once that was done, there was little reason to stick around longer. Iris had finished packing and was ready to leave. She knew if she stuck around too long, she would never go.

It was scary striking out on her own. She had been in the same place for as long as she could remember. It was boring, but also safe. She knew what every day would be like. Once she left Sunmiss City, that would no longer be true. She would be exploring the world, discovering all new possibilities and dangers.

A gentle knocking on her door caught her attention. Remus opened it. “Are you ready?”

Iris smiled softly, throwing her bag onto her back. “Yes.”

They went to the living room, where her father was waiting with Azula. He smiled sadly when he saw her. “It’s finally time,” he said.

“It is.” Iris hugged her father.

“I’m going to miss you so much.”

“Don’t be so dramatic, I’ll come visit,” Iris said, rolling her eyes. “You’ll barely even notice I’m gone.”

She pulled back, seeing her father crying. “I will.”

Iris hesitated. “I could stay another day, maybe-”

“No, I’ve held you back long enough. Go and live your life,” Orin said, wiping his eyes. “Have fun. Make mistakes. Do everything you ever wanted to do but couldn’t.”

Iris wiped her eyes, feeling tears starting to form. “I will.”

Orin led them to the front door; opening it, he revealed the white landscape of the city to her. “Goodbye. Take care.” She walked out, followed closely by Remus and Azula. Looking around, it was so strange to think it would be months before she saw the city again.

This is my home. Iris kept walking, trotting through the snow towards the city limits. Everything she saw made her feel nostalgic. The houses she had hidden in, the tavern she had gambled in. Everything.

Remus held her hand. Iris looked at it, then up to the tower of muscles that was her boyfriend. Azula took her other hand, smiling at her. “Are you ready?” Remus asked.

Iris took a deep breath. She knew that with them both by her side, everything would be okay. “Yes.”

***

Gretel cursed as the fire refused to light. The sticks were wet from the snow even hours after she gathered them. She had brought them into the cave she was using as a temporary camp, then huddled under a blanket to try to survive the snowstorm. She felt so useless, and more than that, she felt angry. If Azula hadn’t abandoned her, she could’ve lit the fire easily. Bert would have gathered better wood. But she was alone. They had abandoned her. They had betrayed her, tricked by that evil werewolf.

She still didn’t know what they did to Caius. Obviously, they used some sort of dark magic on him to make him turn evil and start rampaging like that. There was no way she would have worked with Caius if he had been evil. Gretel wouldn’t make a mistake like that. She knew when a person was evil. She always knew.

She had killed Lord Darkheart and his men because they were evil. Good people don’t kill other good people. She felt a little bad for having to kill them, but that was stupid. Killing bad people isn’t bad. Gretel did the right thing. She always did the right thing.

A cold wind made her shiver. She tried to disappear under her blanket. It wasn’t enough. She was so cold. It was sapping her strength, leaving her vulnerable. What if the werewolf finds me? She had been forced to flee the battle. It wasn’t her choice; the werewolf was too strong. Who ever heard of a giant werewolf? Even a heroine of justice like her had no choice but to run. That wasn’t bad; it was common sense.

So cold. Her fingers were turning numb. She felt tired. It was so tempting to give in. She knew that if she did, she could die. She needed a fire. Once again, she knocked her flint stones together. She created sparks, but the wood stubbornly refused to light. I can’t die like this, freezing to death in a cave like a vagrant. I’m special. I need to stop that werewolf, and save the city. Until that’s done, I can’t die.

It seemed reality disagreed. Another icy wind blew into the cave. She dropped the flint, her fingers feeling numb. “Mene, please protect me.” A shadowy figure flowed into the room. Its power felt familiar, eerie and cold, like Caius. “Are you- are you the sign from Mene?” The dark creature grinned at her, revealing its teeth. They were the same colour as Mene. It held out its hand to her, as if to offer aid. Gretel hesitated, looking around the cave. “You’re going to help me, aren’t you?” The creature didn’t respond. Its hand stayed outstretched, waiting for her to make her decision.

She took its hand.
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