
        
            
                
            
        


 
   
    Chapter 131 - Triumphant Retreat 

      

      

    When his sense of self returns, Rolan hears the hectic voices of his comrades and painful wailing from the few Electi who survived. He then notices that Chloe Marcott has appeared out of nowhere and is kneeling next to the downed Demon Queen Pelomyx. She wears a blank look of disbelief on her face, which leaves a haunting impression on the hero. 

    The demon queen is lying on the floor, back in her humanoid form, unmoving and seemingly asleep. However, he instinctively understands that she's dead. Chloe touches Pelomyx's bluish-gray skin, which turns colorless and grows coarse upon contact. Then, it begins to flake and scatter on an immaterial breeze, turning into dust in a wind that only affects her crumbling form. 

    Rolan watches as Chloe desperately tries to catch the disappearing ashes of the demon queen. Her expression at that moment sears itself into his mind. 

    "Chloe...?" He finally manages to ask, his words lagging far behind the thoughts swirling in his mind. "What are you doing here?" 

    From Chloe's expression, he can see that Demon Queen Pelomyx was somebody important to her. And her lack of a reaction tells Rolan that her death has shattered her will. 

    "Kill that creature!" Numeria shouts as she staggers out from behind the pillar with her white robes red from her own blood. She musters all her strength to raise her heavy staff, but before she can cast any silent spell, a new person appears. It's a naked woman with a metallic sheen to her golden skin and combed-back golden hair that flows like a waterfall from her head. 

    "Chaos." She lands behind Chloe, calling out to her in an unfamiliar name. "Pull yourself together!" 

    But the blonde girl doesn't react and keeps kneeling on the floor beside where Pelomyx's remains disappeared. The golden woman grabs her shoulders and shakes her hard, trying to return her to her senses. Then, she attempts to lift Chloe by her arm, but she sinks back down like a puppet with its strings cut. It's as if her soul has left her body. 

    "Stand!" The golden woman slaps Chloe across the face, but even that elicits no reaction. Rolan can tell that she has truly entered the depths of despair. 

    "So, you have returned." A deep and somber male voice declares in a tone that echoes through the listener's mind. Rolan looks back and realizes that it must have come from Avilok, the Liberator of Souls, who hovers behind him like an immaterial avatar. 

    "I have nothing more to lose." In a proud but somehow sad voice, the golden woman straightens her back and faces Avilok fearlessly. "This time, I will oppose you to the last." 

    Rolan notices that Chloe is finally reacting to something. She looks up with unfocused eyes to regard her companion before her gaze sweeps through the room as if to take in the situation. Suddenly, a new wave of Electi pours into the room through the main entrance, followed by a floating woman with long black hair carrying a staff with a golden eye headpiece. It's Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow. 

    "You!" The golden woman shouts when she lays eyes on her. If glares could kill, hers would have been able to kill even a god. 

    "The Golden Queen has come out of exile." With an almost ugly sneer, the Guide of Tomorrow regards the woman she calls the Golden Queen. "Have you finally gotten over your loss?" 

    But the latter wordlessly raises her hand and opens her left palm. A golden sword hilt emerges from within, which she pulls out with her other hand, revealing a black rod covered with several plates and a mesh of gold. Even though it doesn't look like a weapon, Rolan's instincts tell him that it is indeed one of untold power. 

    Framtith's smile freezes, confirming Rolan's suspicion. Avilok flies forward with his scythe raised to preempt the Golden Queen's attack, but before he reaches her, space itself distorts and swallows Chloe and her whole. It snaps back to reality, and they're both gone. 

    Avilok stops his swing as if not wanting to waste even a single movement on an enemy who has already disappeared. He turns around in midair and faces Framtith, who noticeably shows her relief. Rolan already questioned her divinity when she killed the defenseless demon boy in his arms. This doesn't give him any more confidence in her. Something feels terribly wrong about this entire situation, and Chloe's sorrowful expression will most likely haunt his nightmares. 

    "Gram!" Hreidunn's almost hysterical voice pulls Rolan from his dark thoughts. He turns around and finds that Gram has fallen over on his side with blood pooling beneath him. Behind him is Runa, holding her bleeding arm but staggering over to the big man. And to the side are the remains of Vigdis, cut in two by the same spell that created the carnage permeating the room. 

    She was the most harmless girl in the group, so why did she have to die so senselessly? 

    From Pelomyx's expression and actions, Rolan understood that the demon queen was irreconcilable toward humans. Even if she was benevolent toward the demons, humans were nothing more than nuisances to her. In fact, it looked like she enjoyed sowing death and suffering among her enemies. But Rolan didn't think about anything as lofty as that; he only wanted to avenge Vigdis and save his friends. 

    "How are you doing, big man?" Dispersing his thoughts, the leader sheathes Roshanee and quickly heads over to Runa to help her walk. 

    "I'll be fine." Gram presses out between bloodied teeth that betray his actual condition. He has already coughed up blood, which means the cut reached his stomach or even lungs. That he's still conscious is already a miracle; his breathing is shallow, and he has lost a lot of blood. Without healing magic, he will not make it. 

    Hreidunn falls to her knees next to the big man, tears streaming down her face. She fears that after Vigdis, she will lose another one. Leif stands by his sister's body and stares at it blankly while Sigurd puts an arm around his shoulder. This must be the first time the boy has seen the death of somebody close to him. 

    "I will heal him." Runa, propped up by Rolan, approaches while pointing at Vigdis's cut staff. Her own has rolled away somewhere and disappeared among the viscera of the dead empire soldiers; searching for it would take too long. When everybody looks at her in surprise, she feels compelled to explain herself. "I learned to do it in the academy." 

    Runa has never been able to use water magic in the healing category beyond some water purification. She improved her magic knowledge at the Royal Academy without telling Rolan. Also, she has been studying to become a champion under Alkupera since last summer, so she has doubtlessly learned many new spells. 

    Sigurd picks up the upper piece of Vigdis's staff while muttering some words of respect toward the dead, then hands it over to Runa. She takes it with shaking hands, which doesn't go unnoticed. 

    "You... should heal yourself first." Gram mutters when he sees the half-elf struggling to raise the wooden staff in his direction. It's evident that he's trying to play tough, but his chest is heaving, and his breathing is growing increasingly shallow. His blood loss is causing oxygen deprivation. 

    "No, if I do that, I will pass out." She replies with a wry smile, then points the sapphire in Vigdis's staff at Gram. It begins to glow, and the bleeding stops almost immediately. However, the big man's eyes roll back in his sockets, and his body slackens. 

    For a moment, everybody stares at him in shock, but Runa continues to channel her silent spell. The wound in Gram's side, visible through the cleanly severed chainmail, closes into scar tissue within moments. The target needs to be alive for healing magic to work, so he merely passed out due to the strain. 

    "Next is me. Catch me." Runa says with an intent gaze at her lover. Rolan understands what that means and readies himself when the blue catalyst glows. The wound on the half elf's left arm begins to close up just as Gram's did, but before the spell is done, she staggers and loses consciousness. 

    Rolan catches her in his arms and finds that the healing process isn't complete. At least the bleeding has stopped, and new tissue has filled out the hole in her arm. But much like Gram, she fainted due to the strain, and the spell was interrupted. 

    "You did well, Rolan Helt." Framtith floats over toward them, back to her usual sleepy-looking expression. But Rolan can't forget that she showed emotions too ugly for a goddess who supposedly spins the future of this world. "With this blight on the world removed, it is time for humanity to usher in an era of prosperity." 

    Although many doubts about the gods swirl inside Rolan's mind, he can't conjure the will to oppose them. Even if he's the Chosen One, he's still a human before these divine beings that move the world as they will. Avilok, who's hovering in the middle of the room above the raised platform where Chloe and the Golden Queen disappeared, is an embodiment of every mortal's most primal fear. Framtith spins fate with her very thoughts. How could he ever stand against them? 

    "Thank you for your kind words, Lady Framtith." Instead of speaking his mind, Rolan lowers his head and pays his respects. 

    "Worry not, child." The Guide of Tomorrow turns to Hreidunn, who looks up with a tear-stained face. After learning that Gram will be fine, the ranger has switched her focus back to Vigdis, but being addressed directly by a goddess has stunned her. "Vigdis Harturn's sacrifice was not in vain. Humanity will prevail over the demons." 

    Coming from the goddess who can foresee the future, that's as good as confirmation. 

    "Her soul rests with me now." Avilok's ethereal voice echoes through the halls and everybody's heads, causing the humans to look up at the towering skeleton in surprise. Then, they remember their position and lower their heads in reverence. 

    Only Rolan doesn't do so and catches the flash of an ironic smirk across Framtith's lips. Neither she nor the Liberator of Souls appear to realize that the hero witnessed it. He lowers his gaze and tries to think of something else, fearing that his thoughts will be found out. But nagging doubts keep piling on. 

    "What will we do now?" Sigurd asks Framtith in a reverent tone. The Guide of Tomorrow turns to him, causing the bard to lower his head as if fearing that his innermost secrets will be laid bare to the goddess's drowsy gaze. 

    "Your role in this has only begun." Framtith declares ceremoniously. "The Alliance has landed on the shores of the Dominion. You shall lead them to ultimate victory over demonkind." 

    "Wait, I thought that we would have peace after the demon queen has been vanquished!" Rolan looks up at her in surprise but is shocked by her gaze. Now he realizes that the moment she marked him as a hero of this age, his future has been decided for him. He will act in the interest of the gods from now on, or he might face their divine ire. 

    "Can't you just... do something about it?" Leif suddenly raises his voice and asks in a desperate tone. "Erase all the demons in one go." 

    Under normal circumstances, Hreidunn would have stopped her nephew from speaking to the gods with such a lack of respect. But with Vigdis dead before her, she thinks the same way Leif does. Why do humans need to lose their lives when the gods could vanquish all of demonkind with a wave of their hands? The Liberator of Souls should be able to take their souls with nothing but a thought. 

    "We could. But this is your world. If we gods interfere too much, humanity will never grow." The Guide of Tomorrow replies warmly, addressing not only Leif but also the others. She evidently saw through Hreidunn's hidden thoughts. "Demon Queen Pelomyx was an avatar of the Betrayer. Without our help and blessing, you would not have defeated her. But what comes now is your war. Your test." 

    This time, Framtith is focusing on Rolan directly. All the humans duck their heads at the mention of the Betrayer. He's an existence no mortal may ever speak of, but everybody knows about from the scriptures of the gods. The Corrupt One, the Outer God, and the creator of all that is foul in this world. 

    It would explain her strange body and the all-encompassing darkness she seemed to exude. 

    "Demonkind is weak. They may be individually powerful, but without their leader, they will crumble. The Alliance only needs to deliver the final blow." Spreading her arms and waving her eye staff, Framtith speaks as if announcing it to a vast audience. Her theatrics aren't wasted on Hreidunn and Leif, who seem to find purpose in the Guide of Tomorrow's words. 

    "It is time." Avilok declares in a neutral tone that doesn't betray the meaning of his statement. But moments later, a shadow falls over the hole in the ceiling. Alkupera's sanctum is hovering above Arkaim castle now, letting out a low-pitched hum that fills the air. 

    Suddenly, a beam of light shines through the opening. The humans stare at the brightly illuminated hole before it begins to darken again. A moment later, a stone platform comes down, carrying a group of Electi and Chosen Knights. When it touches down, the soldiers step aside to reveal an old man with white hair and a pointed goatee. 

    "Good of you to join us, Mage of the Beginning." Framtith states in a tone that Rolan can only recognize as sarcastic. However, the others don't seem to think that way and merely watch the third god in the room step off the platform. 

    "I have no interest in the squabbles of mortals. Where are the remains of the demon queen?" Looking around with inquisitive eyes, Alkupera, Mage of the Beginning, tries to find what he came here for. 

    Rolan stares at the white-haired god, unsure what to make of him. While his demeanor speaks of absolute self-confidence, his attitude toward all the death in favor of seeing evidence of the dead Pelomyx is strange, to say the least. But then, the hero realizes that it's not evidence he seeks, but the body itself. After all, he is the god who employs the Curiosity Collectors. 

    "Have you forgotten that the Liberator of Souls has empowered the Sword of Light? There is nothing left of that creature." Framtith employs a manner of speech that makes her sound as if she were talking to a child. Although the gods are ageless, the humans can't help but think that the Mage of the Beginning is far older than the Guide of Tomorrow based on his appearance alone. 

    "... that appears to be the case." Alkupera pauses a moment before muttering in a reluctant tone. He then looks at the humans for the first time, his intense green eyes specifically focusing on Rolan. When the god shifts his gaze away from his eyes, the hero suppresses the urge to sigh in relief. "It would seem that it was still too early for her." 

    Alkupera is referring to Runa, who's sleeping in Rolan's arms. She was in this room fighting Demon Queen Pelomyx alongside other Chosen Knights and Electi. Toward anybody but a god, the leader would have expressed his anger that his lover was sent into battle despite having trained under him for only a few moons. And against such a powerful foe, no less. But he keeps his lips pressed tightly shut to prevent himself from blurting out something disrespectful. 

    "Bring her to the sanctum." With a casual wave of his hand, Alkupera gives the order to the soldiers, who wordlessly salute in response. "Hero of this age, please join us. Of course, your party is welcome as well." 

    The Mage of the Beginning may have said please, but his expression suggests that this isn't a request. Rolan and his comrades have no option but to do as asked. As two Electi approach Runa with a stretcher, Rolan lifts her in a princess carry and shoots them a meaningful glare. They understand and back off, evidently aware of his status as the hero. 

    He won't leave Runa to the gods or their envoys ever again. 

    "What about Vigdis? We can't just leave her here!" Once again, Leif speaks out of turn. He's kneeling beside the two parts of his sister's body, ignoring that his cloak is stained in her blood. His tear-filled eyes are smoldering with suppressed rage, but with its target gone, he must be close to lashing out at the first person - or god - to anger him. 

    "We will give your sister a funeral befitting of her contribution." Although Leif was addressing Alkupera, Framtith is the one who replies. Her warm, almost motherly tone lulls the boy's mind, and the anger inside him that was about to boil over subsides visibly. 

    Maybe something broke inside Rolan, as all he can sense from the gods is platitudes and deception. The Guide of Tomorrow, the goddess writing the future itself, should have been able to prevent Vigdis's death. Giving her the most lavish funeral doesn't make up for the fact that she died unnecessarily. 

    As Gram is loaded onto a stretcher, Hreidunn looks between him and Vigdis's remains. She wishes to remain by the big man's side but also wants to make sure her niece's body will be taken care of properly. But to everybody's surprise, Leif hugs Vigdis's upper half to his chest and tries to lift it from the floor. 

    Before he can do something that will only hurt him further, Sigurd puts a hand on his shoulder to stop him. The young fire mage looks up at the bard with a blank gaze but lowers his eyes when he sees the latter shake his head. 

    "Leave it to them." Sigurd states while gesturing at the two soldiers walking over with a blanket and another stretcher. 

    Even then, Leif doesn't leave his sister's side for a moment. He gathers the cut band of her leather bag and its scattered contents while watching the Electi place her on the stretcher before covering her with a blanket. When her face is hidden from view, reality finally registers in his mind, and he falls back to his knees like a puppet with its strings cut. 

    Sigurd helps him collect Vigdis's belongings, then hugs him and whispers encouraging words into his ear. It should be Hreidunn's part, but she's too emotionally wrecked to think straight herself. Although the others considered Vigdis a close friend and irreplaceable comrade, she was Leif and Hreidunn's family. They can understand that the two are devastated and won't be able to recover for a while. 

    "Come." Alkupera beckons Rolan over as he walks back onto the rune-covered stone platform he came down on. It will take them up to the flying island above, away from the carnage. But the hero, with Runa in his arms, hesitates for a moment. It feels like something will come to an end when he leaves with the gods now. 

    "Enemies are coming!" A soldier outside the hall shouts, and the Electi move to cover their retreat. As if that sound of urgency compels Rolan, he finally takes the last few steps and climbs onto the platform. Next to him, Gram and Vigdis are brought along on their respective stretchers, followed by Hreidunn and Leif. Finally, Sigurd joins them last. 

    As the platform begins to float upward, Rolan sees Framtith waving at him with a smile. Then she turns to her Chosen Knight, Numeria, who limps over to the goddess and kneels beside her. Before he can see their interaction, his vision is cut off by the ceiling rushing past. The view across the castle grounds and the city beyond opens up before him. 

    Arkaim is in flames, and the sky is darkened by the rising smoke. The Chosen Knights and Electi that attacked the castle are congregating in the courtyard, where floating platforms take them up to circular openings in the bottom of Alkupera's sanctum. After a quick and devastating attack on the Dominion's capital city, the human army under their patron gods is retreating. And they're leaving the demons with only death and destruction - and their queen slain. 

    Rolan looks up at the sanctum looming overhead. Ultimately, he never found out what Chloe was doing here. But in his heart, he knows that Demon Queen Pelomyx must have been somebody important to her. Vitalis's story about Chloe being an envoy of Bryaledi might have been a lie then. 

    But none of that matters now. He did something that can't be taken back, and he will have to live with its consequences. The hero lets his gaze sweep across the burning city and steels his resolve to get to the bottom of everything. Then his vision is blocked by the rune-covered interior of Alkupera's sanctum.

  


   
    Chapter 132 - After The Chaos 

      

      

    Lenoly finds herself enveloped in warmth. Her eyes are still affected by Fraglantia's explosion of light, so all she sees are sparks. If not for the pain in her body, the little bakari would have thought that she has died and entered the afterlife. 

    The pain in question is a mixture of having pointy rocks poke into her back and a great weight pushing her down onto them from above. But she can tell from a steady thumping sound that this weight is a living being. 

    Lenoly tries to push that being off her, feeling what must be steel-like muscles against her palms. However, it doesn't budge at all, no matter how much she struggles. 

    "I apologize... I must be heavy..." A familiar voice groans above Lenoly, and she turns her head to find its source as the sparks in her retina begin to fade away. The weight on top of her shifts and then moves aside, letting light fall into the darkness. 

    Her surroundings are scorched and melted rubble. When Lenoly looks to the side, she sees an unconscious Lervia lying right next to her. Rewera is on the other side, gazing at the two bakari with a gentle but pained expression. That's when Lenoly remembers that the maid leader covered them from Fraglantia's explosion and shielded them with her own body. 

    Rewera's skin appears to be glowing from the inside. Her wings have disappeared, and the silver hair she sported was burned away by the immense heat. The maid leader pushes herself off the floor with a labored grunt and turns around to reveal two scorched stumps on her back. As if on command, her hair begins to regrow quickly, and even the burnt wing stumps are bubbling - evidence of an incredibly powerful regeneration ability. 

    Lenoly joins the maid leader on unsteady feet but almost falls back onto her bottom when she sees the destruction before her. The heat explosion has melted the entire side of the castle. It extends up to a few steps away from where Rewera shielded Lenoly and Lervia. Several black shadows have been burned into the walls next to her - bodies vaporized by the immense heat. 

    If not for Rewera, the two bakari would have shared the fate of these unfortunate souls. Several of them were members of the Maid Corps, but Fraglantia didn't care about collateral damage among her own troops either. Molten steel covers the floor across from the melted hole in the castle wall, denoting the remains of imperial soldiers. 

    Outside, the entire city is burning. The looming island, one of the gods' sanctum, is now hovering right above the castle. A straight beam of light is shining down into the broken dome at its center. Lenoly knows that's the dome of the Forerunners Chamber, where Queen Pelomyx was awaiting the enemy. 

    Suddenly, a circular platform emerges from that hole and travels up the beam. Lenoly recognizes a group of what appear to be human mercenaries, surrounded by empire soldiers. Among them are several stretchers, so they must be carrying away their wounded. However, the fact that they came out of the Forerunners Chamber alive is a reason for worry. 

    Then, Lenoly notices that all across the city, many more such platforms rise within beams of light, carrying an army's worth of soldiers in shining armor up to the flying island. It looks like an orderly retreat rather than a hasty escape. 

    "Quick, to the Forerunners Chamber!" Rewera cries out as the horrifying realization shows on her face. This is the first time the little bakari has ever seen the maid leader show so much emotion. 

    Not caring about her nakedness, the Rangatira runs across the molten rock barefoot. On the other side, she appears to realize that Lenoly can't follow her and stomps her foot once. Stones heave and move by her command, quickly covering the melted floor. Not wasting time expressing her awe, the little bakari walks over and follows the maid leader, leaving the unconscious Lervia behind. 

    As they make their way toward the Forerunners Chamber, they find a group of maids tied up and unmoving in a side corridor. For a moment, Lenoly isn't sure what to do, but one look at Rewera tells her that it's more important for them to find out what happened to the queen. Grinding her teeth, Lenoly silently expresses frustration about her powerlessness. 

    A group of maids is fighting soldiers who must have been left behind to cover the others' retreat. The fact that the humans are holding the door to the Forerunners Chamber against the Maid Corps doesn't bode well. 

    "The demon queen is dead! Your fight has lost all meaning!" One of the soldiers declares from behind the front line. Upon hearing that, the maids only cry out in anger and redouble their efforts. No demon working in the castle would stop after hearing that their queen has been killed. 

    "Make way!" Rewera roars, causing the demon maids to step aside instantly. It appears that they can recognize their leader's orders even in the middle of a battle and know what she intends to do. In the next moment, the Rangatira barrels horns-first through the line of enemy defenders. Their enchanted armor dents under the force of her charge, and the sound of breaking bones is clearly audible. 

    On the other side, Rewera looks up just in time to see a rune-covered platform rise in a pillar of light. On it stands a group of soldiers surrounding a woman carrying an eye staff, who peers down at her with drowsy eyes. A victorious smile plays on her lips; it confirms the soldier's declaration that Queen Pelomyx has been slain. 

    Without missing a beat, the maid leader runs into the room and leaps up toward the platform. However, a wounded, ephemeral-looking woman lifts a staff with a circle on its tip. In the next moment, Rewera slams into an invisible barrier in midair, causing her to plummet down to the ground. 

    Before she can try to jump again, the platform disappears through the hole in the ceiling. Rewera runs underneath it and looks up but realizes that she can't follow them since her wings haven't fully regenerated yet. Stomping her foot in anger, she turns to the remaining humans at the door, now detained by the Maid Corps. 

    "Tell me what happened here." The maid leader walks over to the one looking the least wounded and lifts him from the ground by the collar of his breastplate. 

    "The Chosen One has vanquished the demon queen with the help of the gods!" He declares in a fearless tone while glaring at Rewera. 

    "Impossible!" She shakes him hard once and roars into his face, but the man doesn't even flinch. His is the attitude of a person who has seen the end of an enemy he devoted his entire life to kill. He has no regrets even if he were to die now, and Rewera appears to realize that. She drops him carelessly and turns to the maids instead. "Has anybody witnessed it?" 

    All the demon girls shake their heads with afflicted expressions. They can't believe what the humans are saying - they can't accept it. What are they supposed to do if Queen Pelomyx is dead? 

    "Find Zalnee!" In a commanding tone, Rewera gestures at one of the maids, who immediately runs off. The spider maid is a surveillance specialist and might have extended her reach into the Forerunners Chamber - against the rules, of course. 

    "What should we do with these?" Another maid asks while gesturing at the humans. Her expression speaks volumes about what she would do if it were left up to her. 

    "Kill them all." With a merciless verdict, the maid leader turns away and paces toward the center of the room. Behind her, the Maid Corps carry out the gruesome order without batting an eye. Lenoly averts her eyes, but it doesn't spare her from the pleas of mercy and screams of death. 

    Then she remembers that countless civilians were doubtlessly killed in the same manner today, and her heart turns to stone. The suffering voices of the one dozen human soldiers disappear into the background as the little bakari follows Rewera. 

    The light falling in through the hole in the ceiling disappears. Lenoly looks up to find that the platform must have reached the island floating in the sky. With the defenses of Arkaim broken, the skies now belong to the enemy. Even if Rewera could fly, she would be alone against the gods, their champions, and the empire's elite. 

    Lowering her gaze, the little bakari looks around the room. This is the first time she has seen the Forerunners Chamber from the inside. According to the rumors, she always imagined it to be filled with the statues of the previous monarchs. Whenever a new one takes the throne, they would come to life and test them. In reality, it's a barebones room with only a throne that now lies broken. 

    The smooth floor is covered in blood, dismembered human soldiers, and rubble from the destroyed ceiling. Whatever happened here, the fact of the matter is that there must have been a monumental battle. And the enemy paid for it dearly. 

    Suddenly, the sound of fluttering cloth draws Lenoly's eyes up. Mithra has appeared out of thin air, having exchanged his usual gnarled wooden staff for a giant key that looks eerily fleshy and alive. 

    "Mithra!" Rewera calls out the court magician's name with hope in her voice. It would appear that she's far less in control of her emotions when in her red-skinned form than when disguised and in a maid uniform with her hair in a bun. 

    "I know what you wish to ask." Mithra speaks in his usual muffled tone. His face is completely bandaged, hiding his expression as well. If one wants to know what he's thinking, one has to wait until he reveals it. But this is one of those times he doesn't beat around the bush when Lenoly would have wanted him to. "Her Majesty, Queen Pelomyx, is dead." 

    For a moment, there is only silence. The maids who just finished executing the human soldiers stare up at the blue-cloaked court magician in speechless disbelief. Then, the first among them drops to her knees and stares into the air with an expression of pure despair. Another breaks down in tears, and soon, all the maids begin to show their sorrow in one way or another. 

    Even Lenoly, who met Queen Pelomyx for the first time earlier, understands that she was an irreplaceable presence in the Dominion. And judging by the Maid Corps's reaction, the repercussions of her death will be far-reaching. 

    "Did you witness it?" With unexpected calmness, Rewera asks Mithra. But Lenoly can tell that she must be about to erupt, and the court magician is aware of it as well. 

    "Yes." He replies simply, knowing that it's not what the maid leader wanted to hear. 

    "If you witnessed it, why are you still alive? Did you run away and hide? Did you watch Her Majesty get killed without lifting a finger to help her?!" As expected, Rewera bursts out in a rage-filled chain of questions that all boil down to one point. As the court magician, a seat reserved to the most powerful mage in the entirety of the Dominion, he should have been able to help. Yet, his blue cloak is free of any signs of battle, but the queen is dead. 

    "It was all preordained. Her Majesty knew Her fate and walked toward it with Her head held high." Without a hint of emotion in his voice, Mithra responds to Rewera's accusations. "Accept Her resolve and move on, Rewera Rangatira." 

    Suddenly, the maid leader leaps up into the air and swings her fist at the court magician. He floats aside like a leaf on the wind and avoids the punch effortlessly. She can't stay airborne without her wings and drops back to the floor but turns around to attack again. 

    "Her Majesty has a message for you. All of you." But Mithra's words cause Rewera to give pause. She glares up at him with a furious expression, barely holding back from pouncing on him out of deference to what may very well be Queen Pelomyx's will. "She apologizes for not being able to tell you and expresses regret that She put you through all this." 

    Upon these words, the maids stare at him teary-eyed and confused. They must be wondering why the queen resigned herself to being killed by the humans and their gods if she seemed to know beforehand. If she had only told the Maid Corps or prepared the entirety of the Dominion army for it, they could surely have overcome even the gods. 

    "In time, you will learn the reason this had to happen, but for now, please support Her Highness, Princess Chaos." The court magician continues as if having read their minds. "Her Majesty said that She loves you all very much, and She will watch over you from the afterlife." 

    Despite being delivered in such a matter-of-fact tone, the last message from Queen Pelomyx hits the maids hard. All of them break down sobbing, reduced to the young girls most of them appear to be despite their elite status among the demons. Even Lenoly can't help but tear up. 

    Rewera drops to her knees as if the strings keeping her moving were cut. Her regrowing wings draw back into her body, which changes from its red skin tone to that of a human. The huge horizontal horns shrink and disappear into her forehead without a trace. It looks as if her soul has left her as she stares up at the hole in the ceiling with blank eyes. 

    "Dress yourself, Rewera Rangatira." However, Mithra floats down and lands on the rubble-covered ground. He pulls a uniform from inside his cloak and drops it into the maid leader's lap. It appears to be one of her spares, taken directly from her room. "Stand and do your job. Her Highness... no, Her Majesty needs you at your best." 

    Light falls through the broken ceiling as the floating island begins to move away. Now that the Maid Corps know the queen is dead, nobody thinks about pursuing the retreating humans. It's as if everything has lost meaning. 

    But Lenoly realizes that maybe this is what Queen Pelomyx knew was going to happen. With her death, the humans and their gods are leaving Arkaim, even though they should be able to capture the capital and kill every last of its inhabitants. Maybe she understood that her sacrifice would save many more lives, even if it would bring despair to the Dominion. 

    It's not something she thought the Queen Pelomyx she had always heard about while living in the Kingdom of Lares would ever have done. Her image was warped through the lens of humanity, which painted her as a despot who cared about nothing but herself. If Lenoly's conjecture and Mithra's words are to be believed, she couldn't have been a better queen. 

    Suddenly, the space next to Mithra warps into a vortex, then snaps back to reveal a black-haired girl Lenoly has seen many times before. It's Flann, a member of the Demon Mages Society at the Royal Academy. She appears to be carrying Mithra's old gnarled wooden staff and wears a dark blue cloak much like his. Her piercing blue gaze is fixated on the little bakari. 

    "Come with me, Lenoly Emberwake." Flann requests of her in an emotionless tone before walking ahead toward the door. The Maid Corps know her identity and make way, but Lenoly is confused. But when she stops and turns around to speak, the little bakari's ears perk up. "This is about the princess." 

    Her emphasis makes it clear that Flann knows about Asoko's identity. Then Lenoly realizes that as long as Chloe doesn't return, Asoko will be treated as the real heir to the throne. With Queen Pelomyx dead, she will have to ascend as soon as possible to keep the Dominion united. 

    Thus, the little bakari quickly follows the black-haired girl out of the Forerunners Chamber. On her way past the threshold, she turns around to find Rewera putting on her clothes with practiced movements. It seems that being given a definitive purpose in her moment of despair has brought her back from the brink. 

    "Should we wait for her?" Lenoly asks Flann, but the latter simply continues walking. Maybe they need to discuss something about Asoko's identity, which can't be revealed to others yet. 

    They make their way through the carnage-filled hallways toward the rear of the castle. Lenoly sees the molten area through a window and wonders about Rewera's resilience. Her body is stronger than rock and steel, and her brother Aldeath must have been the same. He must have been killed by the gods as well, as she can't picture him losing to even the most powerful human in the world. 

    As they round a corner, they find the remains of a particularly bloody battle. Several maids are taking care of their wounded, and nearly a dozen of them lie dead. However, on the other side of what appears to have been the line of engagement are countless human corpses in different states of destruction. The only ways many can be identified at all are the silver armor pieces attached to their body parts. 

    "What happened here?" Lenoly mutters when she sees Yrushi being treated by a fellow maid. Her left arm is missing, and her stomach is bandaged, but she appears to be strong enough to curse about the pain. 

    "Rimfryst, Winter's Frost appeared here. And with him, several Chosen Knights and empire elites." A familiar voice replies, having heard the little bakari's whisper despite its low volume. When the latter turns around, she finds Ninlil wearing an apron covered in blood. Her hands are the same, but she doesn't appear to be hurt herself. Noticing Lenoly's stare, she shows a wry smile. "This isn't mine." 

    "Over there." Flann raises her staff and points outside the broken window. Lenoly turns her head to look but is interrupted by Ninlil's sudden exclamation. 

    "Flann?!" The cat demon stares at the black-haired girl, not having recognized her from behind until she spoke up. "What are you doing here?" 

    "I am Mithra's child." She replies deadpan, seemingly not at all wary about revealing her identity to somebody she hid it from for a long time. 

    "... nothing surprises me anymore." Sighing, Ninlil lowers her gaze. This comes at the end of many similar outrageous revelations, so she can't muster the will to be shocked. 

    "What did you want to show me?" Lenoly asks while peering through the broken window. On the battlements stands Tamariki, eyeing a grotesque white statue that appears to be carved from perfect marble. "What is-" 

    The instant she tries to ask, her mind returns to that fateful night on the grassy field of the Royal Academy. Vitalis and Lenoly saw Chloe fighting the professors and went out to help. When she was knocked against the wall, she passed out for a moment. However, the pain and noise woke her up, and she saw Chloe turn into something that looked similar to this statue. She thought it was something her shaken and fevered mind conjured at the time, but now she knows that it was real. 

    "Asoko?" The little bakari mutters, then glances around to make sure nobody else heard. 

    "Yes. She fought Rimfryst and was frozen. Tamariki tried everything to thaw her out, but nothing has worked." Ninlil joins her side and explains. She and Tamariki are the only other people here who know Asoko's real identity. "She seems to have been imprisoned in Eternal Ice." 

    Eternal Ice is a term people in the Kingdom of Lares use to refer to the ice found in the frozen wastes beyond the Kongensgrad. It never melts regardless of how long it's exposed to heat, and it appears to be impervious to damage. Strangely enough, it doesn't emanate coldness and only feels cool to the touch as rock would be, but otherwise displays all the other properties of ice. If a person were encased in it, it would be more akin to petrification. 

    First the Bearer of the Flames, then the Winter's Frost. The flying island moving away from the airspace over Arkaim fits neither of their domains, so at least one more god must have been present in this attack. Even with the entire Dominion fighting back, they would have never stood a chance. Queen Pelomyx surely knew that and saw no other way than to sacrifice herself. 

    "Lenoly Emberwake. You will journey to return Her Majesty to the world of the living." Knocking her staff on the floor, Flann declares. She lacks all emotions, so it comes across as nothing but a statement, but Lenoly can tell that this isn't a simple request. The wording is akin to a prophecy, foretelling the actions that the little bakari will be taking in one way or another. 

    "Where will I go?" But she steels her resolve to rise to the task. Queen Pelomyx accepted her fate even when it meant her own death. How can Lenoly shy away from a journey then - especially if it means to bring back her beloved Asoko? 

    "To Blereath. There, you shall find what is needed to free Her Majesty from her prison." Turning her staff around in a grand gesture reminiscent of those her father likes to perform, Flann speaks in her usual tone. 

    "What are you saying?" Ninlil asks the black-haired girl with a confused expression. She must be referring to the title Flann is using to speak about Asoko. "What about Queen Pelomyx?" 

    "She has perished." Turning to her former dorm leader, Flann replies unceremoniously. A gasp rings out in the vicinity, and metal clatters on the floor. The maids have overheard their conversation and are now staring at them in shock and disbelief. 

    "Queen Pelomyx is..." Ninlil mutters, visibly shaken. Even though the catgirl expressed her hatred of the queen many times before, she appears to be unexpectedly affected by this news. "Then who's leading the Dominion now?" 

    Lenoly immediately understands that Ninlil is more concerned about those who will be impacted by Queen Pelomyx's death than the queen herself. From the short while she has been back in Arkaim, the former maid leader learned that the people have been living a good life under her rule. But now that she's dead, who will unite demonkind to repel the Alliance's invasion? 

    "That will have to be Her Majesty, Queen Chaos." Flann points her staff at the frozen Asoko, putting noticeable emphasis on the misnomer. Ninlil picks up on her intention and frowns. "That is why you need to leave on this journey as soon as possible." 

    "How will we get there? Will you transport us?" Lenoly inquires with an uneasy glance at the frozen Asoko. She's assuming that Flann can use space magic, considering she appeared from a vortex in space. 

    "No. You will have to travel there yourself." But to the little bakari's surprise, Mithra's daughter denies her notion that they could skip ahead on their journey. "Neither my father nor I can take you there." 

    Lenoly's heart sinks at the thought. The last time they made the journey from the Kingdom of Lares to the Dominion, they did it on Asoko's back. A dragon flies incredibly fast, and the landscape shot by faster than she had ever seen before. But even then, it took them nearly a whole moon. 

    "It will be a long and arduous journey. However, if Queen Chaos is back with us, I can return us all at once." Flann delivers a glimmer of hope, and her deadpan delivery somehow instills confidence in Lenoly. 

    "Then I will come as well." Ninlil declares in a determined tone. It's pretty unexpected, considering how often she has come to the little bakari to complain about Asoko's touchy-feely acts toward the catgirl. But then Lenoly realizes that maybe the dorm mother just can't be honest with herself. 

    "That sounds interesting. I'll join you." Tamariki suddenly jumps in through the broken window and announces. Her ears must be incredibly sharp to be able to hear their conversation from across the courtyard. It would mean that she also overheard that Queen Pelomyx is dead. If she thinks anything about it, she's not showing it on her face. 

    "I thought you came here to meet Rewera." Tilting her head, Lenoly wonders about Tamariki's unexpected interest in this matter. She followed the maid leader around since they arrived in the castle, so it's surprising that she would leave that behind so easily. 

    "Yes, and I've met her. It's time to move on." With a shrug, the towering red-skinned demon asserts as if what she's suggesting is the most natural thing to do. 

    "Please let me come as well!" A maid suddenly approaches them and requests in a shaky but determined voice. It's Nezera, the bat-winged maid, whom Asoko has been playing with a lot since they became acquainted with each other. The slender girl looks unscathed after the battle even though she's a combat maid. It's either a testament to her abilities or evidence that she hid away. 

    The other maids in the corridor who aren't injured gather around and express their desire to participate in this crucial task. With Queen Pelomyx dead, they're flocking to a new purpose. After all, what will they do in an empty castle all by themselves? 

    Lenoly considers the steps of their journey, and her head already begins to spin. She knows that crossing the oceans is a perilous endeavor at the best of times. But unlike her great-grandparents, they will have to break through the Alliance's forces in the middle of an invasion. 

    "Wha's goin' on 'ere?" Khuko flies in through the broken window and lands behind Tamariki. The gargoyle maid has a particular accent that she picked up from the southern immigrant family she lived with in Arkaim before she was scouted into the Maid Corps. It makes her seem like she came from a rural background even though she was born in the capital. 

    "Ah, Khuko. Did you find Kamii and Lady Nightwane?" Ninlil steps forward to speak to the maid as she folds her wings and looks around. 

    "Nothin'. 'is like they up 'n vanished." Shaking her head, Khuko explains with a sigh. 

    "Kamii? She was here?" Lenoly joins their conversation with an expression of astonishment. She hasn't seen the little dark elf ever since she was expelled from the Royal Academy. Senka explained that Kamii and the group of adventurers she stayed with had been imprisoned in Kongenssoevn castle. What turn of events led to her being in Arkaim? 

    "Yes, she returned with Queen Pelomyx. We were fighting together, but Tamariki, the princess, and Kamii faced Rimfryst out on the battlements." The former maid leader explains to Lenoly while glancing at Asoko. "I had my hands full with the Chosen Knights here, so I didn't see how it ended. By the time things calmed down, the princess was already frozen, and Kamii was gone." 

    "And Lady Nightwane?" The little bakari had always considered the voluptuous dark elf a civilian. When they faced Tamariki for the first time, all she could do was toss a bottle of acid at her. She should have been in the inner sanctum with all the other non-combatants. 

    "She was fighting here as well, but we lost sight of her when we started pushing the enemy back." Ninlil points down the corridor where the dead humans lie strewn across the ground. 

    "I was frozen, so I didn't see what happened at all." Tamariki tilts her head with a thoughtful expression. 

    "You were frozen in Eternal Ice? How did you get out?" With a frown of disbelief, Lenoly looks up at the towering demon and wonders. 

    "I adapted. It's what I do." With a careless shrug, Tamariki answers vaguely. It doesn't look like she's trying to hide the method to thaw Asoko, so Lenoly feels that there's no point in inquiring further. 

    "Where could they have gone?" Ninlil mutters to herself and looks out the window. The flying island is but a tiny speck on its way toward the horizon, about to disappear in the distance. 

    Could it be?

  


   
    Chapter 133 - No More Separation 

      

      

    Moments after Asoko pushed Kamii over the battlements, the little dark elf used her crab pincer to hit the wall and steady her fall. Then she cast a dark magic spell - the only one she can say she mastered in her time at the Royal Academy - to create an angled barrier of darkness underneath her. Jumping off of it, she hopped over to the castle wall once more and slid down its slope into the shrubs below. 

    She's now looking up, finding that she can't see what's happening on top of the wall from that angle. Judging by the last thing she saw of the girl who looked exactly like Mahkotoh, Gelidus has frozen her the same way he froze Tamariki. 

    "There's another one!" A human soldier's voice shouts, causing the little dark elf to spin around. She landed outside the castle where the enemy is swarming, and she's all by herself. Looking left and right, Kamii determines an escape route first. 

    Following the human's call, over a dozen soldiers in shiny silver armor chase after the little dark elf as she runs into an alleyway. She doesn't know the lay of the city or how far it has already fallen to the invaders. If she's unlucky, she might run into more of them during her escape. But with her cursed arm having lost its charge, she can't face them alone. 

    Despite wearing heavy armor, the empire's elites keep up with the much lighter-footed Kamii. They make noise all along the way to alert their allies in the vicinity to encircle her. She has to find a way to lose them before her luck runs out. 

    Kamii spots a broken-down door to her right and sees several demon corpses on the floor inside. Bloody footsteps lead out onto the street, meaning that there should be no more humans in the building. Making a split-second decision, she breaks right in the middle of her run and jumps into the house. Of course, her pursuers won't lose her because of this, but she can try to escape over the rooftops or through the backyard. 

    However, to Kamii's surprise, a soldier comes down the stairs right as she's about to climb them. He's stunned by her sudden appearance, but his bloody weapon is already drawn. It takes him only a moment to realize that the crab pincer the little dark elf has for her right arm marks her as either a demon or a cursed being. Either way, she's to be purged under the Empire of Terminus's law. 

    But Kamii reacts faster and throws her dagger while leaping up the stairs. She knows that it won't do much against the runic armor her enemy wears, but his skill and reflexes lead him to use his blade to deflect the dagger. Using her crab pincer to grab the wrist of his sword hand and forcing it to the side, she catches her weapon out of the air and quickly stabs it through the eye slit of his helmet. 

    The soldier screams in pain and reaches for his face while bending forward. It would appear that she only scraped against his skull rather than pierce his eye. Without stopping, the little dark elf pulls her dagger out and vaults over his back. At this point, her aim is to survive and return to the castle, not to kill her enemies. 

    Just then, her pursuers make it inside the house and spot her. Seeing an opportunity, Kamii delivers a kick into the still reeling soldier's back. He loses his balance and tumbles down the stairs right when his allies attempt to climb it. Not waiting to watch the result of her gambit, the little dark elf quickly ascends to the second floor and loops around to go higher. 

    Out of pure instinct, she drops to her knees just in time to avoid getting beheaded by a horizontal swing from a silver sword. The man coming down the stairs wasn't the only enemy in the house. Sliding across the wooden floor on her knees, Kamii passes the enemy and switches her dagger to a backhand grip. She stabs it at the pit of his knee, where the plate armor has an opening for ease of movement, but it only hits chainmail. 

    Still, the impact causes the soldier to lose his balance just as he was about to pursue Kamii with another swing of his sword. She feels the wind from his blade by her pointy ear and suppresses the urge to shudder at the thought of what would have happened had it been only a finger's breadth closer. 

    Not wasting time tussling with the man, the little dark elf gets back to her feet in one fluid motion and runs up the corridor toward the next staircase. She expects another enemy and keeps her dagger ready but finds her path clear. Running up to the third floor while chased by the second soldier, she glances back to see him limping. The impact from her weapon against his chainmail must have at least left a bruise. 

    When she reaches the top, Kamii spins around and jumps back down, delivering a dropkick to the utterly surprised enemy's breastplate. She doesn't weigh much, but the force behind her kick combined with his weakened knee sends him tumbling down head-first. 

    The house is four stories tall, but now is the time to make a decision. If she goes further up and finds no window to the roof, she will be trapped. A jump from the third-story window is still within reason for her, but the risk of running into enemies below is higher than escaping across the rooftop. 

    No risk, no reward. She saw that many of the houses had rooftop windows when she looked down from the wall earlier, so she has to pray that this is one of them. The stomping greaves of her pursuers have reached the floor below her, so this is the moment of truth. 

    Kamii makes it to the fourth floor and finds a tiny slanted window. At one glance, she takes its measurements and unhesitatingly charges at it with her cursed arm first. Her crab pincer's tough shell breaks through the glass, and she lunges through the hole with her whole body. Outside, she lands on the sloped roof and slides down the black tiles. Using the spikes on her crab arm to slow her descent, she just barely comes to a stop before the edge of the roof. 

    However, several tiles come loose and fall to the streets below. Surprised voices and shouts tell Kamii that they know she's on the roof now. Looking up, she finds a soldier peeking his head out from the broken window and glaring at her with hate-filled eyes through his helmet. 

    Getting onto her feet just as the soldier tries to press himself through the tiny window, she expertly kicks a loose tile and sends it flying straight at his face. It shatters against the rune-enchanted helmet but causes him to drop back inside from the surprise. Before another can try, Kamii already runs across the rooftop to the neighboring building. 

    Suddenly, a barrage of arrows flies up at her from the street below. The little dark elf uses her crab pincer as a shield while weaving and sliding to avoid the deadly shower. It all seems like a lot of effort to get one escaping demon, but she understands that the humans of the Empire of Terminus hate demonkind with a burning fervor. 

    Switching to the other side of the rooftop, Kamii hides from the majority of the projectiles while running back in the direction of the castle. From her vantage point, she can see that the Mahkotoh lookalike and Tamariki are still frozen in place. However, Gelidus has disappeared, and she fears that he might have gone back inside to deal with the demons. Her sister is still in there. 

    Suddenly, a figure in a colorful coat and wearing a grinning mask lands before her. She saw one like this before, back in the academy when Runa was taken away to become a champion of the gods. And the particular god employing people like this flamboyant individual is Alkupera. It's a member of the Curiosity Collectors. 

    "Fancy meeting you here, little one." The voice muffled by the mask is female, speaking in a strangely friendly tone. But underneath it all, Kamii can sense a broken mind that only puts on airs for an unseen audience. "Come with me if you want to die." 

    "I don't." The little dark elf charges forward with her dagger pointing at her opponent's stomach. She learned from Chandra that it's best to hide the abilities of her cursed arm before unleashing it at the most unexpected moment. 

    "You'll only suffer and then die if you don't." Another figure lands next to the first. This one's voice is deep and imposing, and he's wearing a completely black coat and a frowning mask. Even though one would typically not associate these two as members of the same group, Kamii knows they're comrades. 

    "I choose to run and live then." With these words, the little dark elf mutters the incantation for the barrier of darkness. It can block physical manifestations but is useless against most magic. But she's doing it solely for its utility as a smokescreen. When the spell takes shape and forms a wall between her and the two Curiosity Collectors, Kamii turns on the spot and runs toward the roof window she passed by earlier. 

    However, a dozen more figures come down from the sky, each wearing an outfit anywhere within the spectrum between the first two. The Curiosity Collectors are an organization consisting of hundreds of champions dedicated to finding Alkupera living beings that could be of interest to him. She should have expected that more of them would be in Arkaim. 

    "It's the Curiosity Collectors!" A voice from below cheers. While the soldiers can't see the little dark elf due to the angle of the roof, they spotted the envoys of Alkupera in their colorful outfits. Kamii could barely fight the regular troops when she's on her own, but champions of the gods are way out of her league. 

    Still, she can't surrender; all that awaits her on that sanctum is death. Running isn't an option, and the only person who could come to her rescue is still frozen on the wall. She's out of options. 

    Lowering her dagger, Kamii tries to peer into the broken window through which she left the castle. It's too far away and too dark inside to even see movement, let alone individual faces. She can only hope that her little sister is safe. 

    "Good girl." One of the Curiosity Collectors praises her in a joyous tone. "We will be able to deliver you intact." 

    Grinding her teeth, the little dark elf can only hope that she will find an opportunity to escape their clutches. 

      

    An explosion rocks the entire castle, but Daica's eyes behind the dark lenses of her gas mask are fixated on a platform rising to the flying island above. Her eyesight isn't spectacular, but she could never mistake that crab pincer. Kamii is being taken away by a group of masked men and women. 

    After freezing Tamariki and Asoko, Gelidus took off from the battlement and flew toward the sanctum as well. It looked as if he lost interest in everything, leaving behind the empire soldiers and Chosen Knights to fend for themselves. Ninlil and the Maid Corps are now in the middle of a counteroffensive to remove the invaders from the castle. 

    Daica climbs out of the window and uses the grappling hook built into her crossbow to lower herself to the courtyard. She should be helping the defenders, but all she can think of is how to rescue her elder sister. The demons should do fine without her now that the god has left. 

    She makes it to the top of the battlements and looks up. The platform taking away Kamii has already disappeared inside a hole on the underside of the flying island. The only way to get there will be to hitch a ride with a winged demon or be captured as well. However, Daica believes that she's more useful when she has her tools, which would doubtlessly be confiscated if she were taken prisoner. 

    Attaching her hook to one of the parapets, the big dark elf climbs over the wall and lowers herself to the shrubs that doubtlessly broke her sister's fall earlier. Once again, she folds up the hook with a single press of a button on the side of the crossbow. She will have to thank Kleihn for building this amazing weapon when they meet again. 

    As Daica runs into the cover of the city's alleyways, a barrage of spells is unleashed toward the sky. Looking up, she finds the magic exploding in midair like fireworks. Could this be the human army celebrating their victory prematurely? 

    With everybody's attention seemingly on the sky, she can sneak around much more easily and run from one alleyway to the next in the shadows of the buildings. The empire's elite soldiers are chanting their magic loudly and throwing spells using their weapons as catalysts. If Daica were to fight them under these conditions, she would doubtlessly lose her life. After all, she has never learned magic herself and can only rely on her alchemy. 

    "Hey!" A voice calls out from the main street behind her. It's a female soldier who just released a spell into the sky with apparently unfavorable results. "Another demon survivor!" 

    Daica spins around and looses a crossbow bolt. The woman raises her shield and blocks the projectile, but the vial in place of the usual metal tip shatters on impact. The acid splashes across the shield and melts it away within the blink of an eye. It continues to eat through the arm holding it, causing the soldier to scream in agony. That will garner the attention of more enemies soon. 

    Replacing the bolt and drawing the string back with a lever, Daica leaves the wailing soldier behind and dips into the shadow of a dark alleyway. She can't waste her time and valuable ammunition with every enemy she encounters. Only about a dozen vials are left, of which only four are the fast-acting acid extracted from Gilmirin's bodily fluids. If she runs out, the only weapon left is her body, which is useless against humans clad in steel from head to toe. 

    Many voices converge on the woman whose forearm has melted into a stump. Even a tiny vial is potent enough to eat through thick steel and flesh while still dissolving the pavement at her feet as well. Daica watches her handiwork with grim satisfaction; that woman is one of the invaders who doubtlessly killed countless innocent civilians today. 

    "What happened?!" A man approaches and asks the woman kneeling on the ground while holding her mangled elbow. Although Daica can't see his expression through his helmet, she can tell that he must be shocked. "Who did this?!" 

    Before the woman can answer, a thunderclap echoes across the city. The sky is darkened by the smoke rising from the burning buildings, but there are no thunderclouds beyond that. It must have been either a Chosen Knight's or a demon's magic. Daica decides that she should make herself scarce in case another god just appeared. 

    "It's done! Gather around!" However, the empire soldier appears to recognize the origin of the sound and waves over his comrades. Then he kneels beside the fading woman and presses his cape against her stump to stop the bleeding. She winces weakly, looking like she's about to fall unconscious from the pain and blood loss. "Don't worry. We're bringing you back to the sanctum now." 

    Daica's ears under their covers twitch at those words. She turns around to find one of the soldiers raising a sword into the sky. It glows three times like a light signal, and in the next moment, a beam of light shines on the ground a few steps away from the group. One of those platforms will most likely come down and take them up to the flying island. 

    The big dark elf kneels on the ground and pulls a vial from the holster around her thigh, then another from the one around her right upper arm. With a ring-shaped contraption, she connects the two and shakes their contents, mixing them. Then she bends the connecting point, revealing a screw-hole, into which she screws a bolt for her crossbow. She can shoot two vials at once, although her range is greatly diminished by the shape and weight of the projectile. 

    As the floating platform comes to a stop and the soldiers begin to board it, Daica charges forward. One of them notices her and raises his sword while chanting something. Still, even though the double vial bolt is slower, it's faster than a complete incantation. She shoots it at the man, who raises his shield to block it. 

    Unlike the acid vial that melted the female soldier's shield and arm, this one creates a cloud of toxic gas that covers the entire platform. It's a mixture between medusa maid Chialdara's snake venom and Daica's original vapor-generating concoction. Within the blink of an eye, painful coughs fill the cloud as the victims breathe in the fast-acting toxin. 

    Daica runs inside, knowing that her gas mask will keep her safe. She tackles down the first person she sees and takes them out of the floating toxic cloud. Then, she pours the contents of a small vial into the slit visor - an antidote to Chialdara's venom. The only reason she's giving it to the enemy is that once she reaches the flying island, she might need someone to guide her. 

    One after another, the soldiers fall onto the platform and die crying and coughing up blood. Only the one underneath Daica is barely able to survive while gasping for air. The platform quickly rises through the toxic cloud and into the sky moments later. Some of the corpses roll off the side and shatter on the blood-stained streets of Arkaim below. 

    Taking off the soldier's helmet, Daica realizes that it's a woman in her late thirties. The empire elites consist of veterans with field experience either in wars against the Dominion or the marauding barbarians from the east. Not one of them would be younger than their thirties. 

    That means not one of them was forced to commit the atrocities they did because of peer pressure. They were all old enough to decide what's right and what's wrong for themselves. 

    Daica doesn't need to feel sorry for this woman's continued suffering, watching her cough and gasp while scrambling to take off her gauntlets. She wants to wipe her eyes of the blood filling them, but the big dark elf knows that once blinded by Chialdara's venom, nothing will return one's eyesight. 

    As the platform approaches a perfectly circular hole at the bottom of the flying island, Daica prepares herself for battle. It's unthinkable that her actions on the ground went unnoticed, but if they were, she would have the element of surprise on her side. With a smoke vial in one hand and an acid bolt in the crossbow, she prepares to use everything in her power to free Kamii. This time, she will take matters into her own hands. 

    Looking around, she finds that all across Arkaim, platforms carrying empire soldiers are rising to the sanctum. The lightning earlier must have been the signal, but she can't tell whether it's a hasty escape or an orderly retreat. 

    Then she remembers what the man who gathered the soldiers earlier was saying. He implied that something was done, meaning they finished what they came here for. Something tells Daica that whatever it was can't be anything good for the Dominion. 

    The rune-covered interior of the circular shaft blocks her view of the empire army's ominous retreat. The platform slows down, and a room comes into view as Daica rises into it from below. It's empty, but an open corridor leads into the depths of the sanctum. From there, she can hear the voices of other soldiers, some cheerful, others angry. 

    "H-help." The woman next to her requests with a coarse and rasping voice. The big dark elf takes off her gas mask and looks at the wheezing soldier for a moment, considering what to do. Then she draws closer and stares into her blinded eyes, checking her condition. 

    "I'll relieve you if you tell me where the prisoners are held." Daica whispers while keeping her eye on the only way in or out of the landing room. 

    "Who... are you?" Even in her condition, the female soldier can muster a voice filled with suspicion. She's truly an elite warrior to be able to prioritize her position over her own life. "Where... are the... others?" 

    "Dead." Judging that she won't get any information from this one, Daica takes off a glove and carefully pokes her forehead to avoid any residual toxins. From the spot of contact, the big dark elf's curse begins to spread rapidly. She noticed before that staying with Chloe had made it stronger, and journeying with Asoko must have strengthened it further. 

    Leaving the dying woman to her agonizing final breaths, Daica puts her gas mask back on and replaces her glove. Then, she mixes another toxic cloud concoction in preparation for a big fight. She only has enough acid vials for a few single enemies, but this is the inside of the enemy base. She will have to proceed very carefully and be prepared for death. 

    Checking that her gas mask is sealed before giving her crossbow a quick inspection, the big dark elf decides that everything is in order. She departs with resolute steps to search for her captured elder sister.

  


   
    Chapter 134 - Escape From Sanctum 

      

      

    The cell block is filled with many cries. All of them come from demons that the Curiosity Collectors captured and brought aboard Alkupera's sanctum. Some are gathered in group cells; others are held alone. Every last one is a potential curiosity in the eyes of the Mage of the Beginning. 

    Kamii kneels in the corner of her tiny cell, opposite the slab of rock that serves as a bed. She has her eyes closed, focusing her sensitive ears on her surroundings to determine any minute changes in the situation. It may appear as if she resigned herself to her fate of being experimented on, but the little dark elf is biding her time. 

    The dagger Chandra gave her was taken away, along with her belt and boots. All she has are the clothes on her back, the surprising physical strength hidden in her petite frame, and the powerful curse in her right arm. If she wanted to, she might even be able to break out of her cell by bending the bars with her crab pincer. But she would then have to fight her way out against the Curiosity Collectors, whom she surrendered to precisely because she knew she couldn't beat them. After that, she would still need to get back down to the ground without the ability to fly by herself. 

    Therefore, she can only wait for the situation to change in her favor. The lone thunderclap earlier and the increased activity inside the flying island tell her that the time might be coming soon. Judging by the fact that both Alkupera and Gelidus came to Arkaim, Kamii surmises that the lightning must be Taivass's doing. As the Lord of the Sky and leader of the pantheon, it would only be natural for him to make his appearance at the end of the battle to deliver the final blow. 

    There can be only one target that blow would be directed at. Frowning with her eyes still closed, Kamii concludes that perhaps Queen Pelomyx has been killed. Given that several gods, hundreds of Chosen Knights of all levels, and thousands of empire elites came to Arkaim, their goal is obvious. And if they're stirring now, something monumental must have happened. 

    The little dark elf can only pray that she's wrong. 

    "I want my mama!" One of the children's voices yells in a high-pitched tone that pierces Kamii's ears and gives her an immediate headache. All the other prisoners are silenced by it, meaning that it must have a similar effect on them. The child keeps screaming in an intonation that blasts not only through the prison block but into one's very mind. 

    Suddenly, a loud bang cuts off the voice and the headache-inducing effect with it. Kamii jumps up and runs to the metal bars to look outside, to find that one of the cells has been walled up. It appears too clean to be earth magic, so this must be a mechanism inbuilt into every prison cell. Glancing up, the little dark elf tries to discern where it may come out from but can't find anything in the seamless masonry. 

    "Why was that banshee not gagged?" The sound of a heavy door being thrown open followed by a high-pitched, deranged-sounding voice echoes through the prison block. Kamii recognizes it as belonging to the most colorful Curiosity Collector in Alkupera's employ. She quickly gets back into her corner and closes her eyes to listen to the two sets of footsteps walking down the corridor. "You can't tell me that you didn't know what he was." 

    "He was docile until now." A calm male voice replies, not in the least intimidated by the threatening attitude of the first champion. It belongs to the one clad in black, standing opposite to the most colorful one in both appearance and attitude. "In either case, we will present him to the Lord Creator first, then." 

    Kamii remembers when she encountered the Curiosity Collectors in the Royal Academy of Kongenssoevn. Back then, the one in black made the final decision to let her go, although the colorful one expressed his, and by extension, Alkupera's interest in her. He may be the voice of reason among the Lord Creator's champions. 

    "In the first place, why was a banshee brought in? They're very common, aren't they?" The first voice asks in an annoyed tone. 

    "This one appears to possess a curse. It will be up to the Lord Creator to decide whether or not they make for a good research subject." The second responds calmly. 

    The two walk past Kamii's cell, paying her no attention as they head for the banshee boy. It's rare for the little dark elf to be disregarded like this; when she was still a slave paraded around in a cage, all eyes were always on her. 

    The colorful one stops to stare at Kamii for a moment. She only glares at him but feels a chill run down her spine as if sensing that the unhinged man behind the frowning mask is grinning. Masks like his are already eerie enough on their own, but when they hide the expressions of a clearly disturbed mind, one can't help but feel apprehensive. 

    With an unnatural tilt of his head, he turns away and follows his fellow Curiosity Collector. When the sound of the stone wall that closed off the banshee boy's cell sliding out of place reaches Kamii's ears, they twitch in anticipation of his unleashed voice. But nothing happens, and the little dark elf furrows her brow. 

    She quickly gets up and walks over to the bars of her cell. Looking out, she glimpses the colorful one putting something inside his robes. Before either of the two Curiosity Collectors can notice her, Kamii returns to her earlier seated position. 

    "Let us out!" 

    "You monsters! Where did you take my husband?!" 

    "I want to go home!" 

    The prisoners raise their voices again. Some are audibly hitting the cell bars, others are wailing in fear, while some even attempt to threaten the champions. 

    Under these voices, the two Curiosity Collectors' steady footsteps approach Kamii's cell once more. An unconscious boy with long white hair and almost transparent pale skin is being carried under the arm of the one dressed in black. There was no sound of a spell being used, let alone a struggle, so how did they knock him out? 

    "Hey." Gathering her resolve, Kamii calls out to the two champions. The colorful one stops first and turns around to face Kamii with his grimacing mask. It doesn't discourage her from speaking her mind. "What's going to happen to us?" 

    "I cannot tell you. The Lord Creator has different ways to approach different subjects." The one in black replies unexpectedly earnestly. As the little dark elf assumed, he appears to be the more reasonable one. 

    "In your case, you won't live to see the results about yourself." The colorful envoy walks over and presses his mask against the metal bars to declare in a sardonic tone. On the other hand, this one is as cruel as his unhinged voice suggests. 

    Suddenly, Kamii leaps up from her kneeling position and extends her crab pincer. It catches the colorful champion's throat and grabs it in its vise-like grip. She tries to find eye slits to look into, but the mask appears to be solid. How does he even see through it? 

    "Let me out." She growls in a threatening low pitch while glaring at the drawn-on eyes, although she's not sure the man can even see her. 

    "Let him go." A white-gloved hand appears in front of Kamii's eyes, and her instincts tell her that if it closes around her face, she will die. Hastily doing as she's told, the little dark elf jumps back and glares up at the man in black. If they weren't in this confined space and she was up against only him, she might have tried to fight him. 

    "Feisty." The colorful Curiosity Collector rubs his throat, but his voice doesn't sound angry at all. In fact, he appears to admire Kamii for her attempt, even if she risked death to make an ultimately futile stand. "The Lord Creator likes the willful type." 

    "Are you volunteering to be the first then, dark elf?" The man in black asks while lowering his hand and seemingly glancing at the banshee boy under his other arm. His casual attitude tells Kamii that he wasn't concerned about his colleague's life but rather the reputation of the Curiosity Collectors if she had gotten her way. The champions of the gods are a gathering of individuals who are each powerful in their own ways, so camaraderie among them may be rare. 

    The little dark elf shoots him a glare and doesn't respond. She then sits back down in her cell and closes her eyes, silently announcing her decision to back down. She hears a scoff but can't tell who made the noise. For a moment, she's anxious about the silence that follows, but then the two Curiosity Collectors begin walking again. 

    Kamii suppresses the urge to breathe a sigh of relief and waits until she hears the sound of the metal door closing before relaxing slightly. The voices of the demons slowly die down, and soon, all that remains are grumbling and sobbing sounds. 

    Finally, Kamii looks at the object she swiped from the colorful champion. It's shaped like a wooden wedge but is made of a smooth material too light to be metal. Round nubs are dotting its surface in a grid-like pattern, covered in strange runes. They don't look like the empire's writing system. 

    Her eyes are drawn to the big red nub near the top, where the wedge is the thickest. It's the only one in a different color from the others, and it features no runic inscription. Running her thumb over them one by one, she feels that their soft texture is like skin. 

    Kamii can only hope that this is what the Curiosity Collector stashed in his clothes earlier when they opened the door to the banshee's cell. If it's what she thinks it is, its absence will be found very soon, so she needs to discover how to use it quickly. 

    She tries to squish one of the nubs as a test. A stone wall suddenly drops down and seals the cell across from hers. Staring at it for a moment and then at the tool in her hand, Kamii presses the same nub again. It causes the wall to rise and seamlessly disappear into the ceiling, revealing the utterly surprised bird demon on the other side. 

    This is indeed what the Curiosity Collector used to open the banshee boy's cell door. Its absence will most likely be discovered very soon, so she needs to find out which of those nubs open her cell. Kamii presses another nub, which causes a different cell's stone wall to close. Judging by the previous and the one just now, the runes on those nubs must be numbers. 

    Counting down the cells, she finds the one that should correspond to her own. When she presses the nub, the wall comes down right in front of her. Under any other circumstances, she would have been surprised, but seeing this only gives her a sense of accomplishment. With this, she has gotten one step closer to figuring out this tool. 

    Aside from the ten numbered nubs at the center and the two colored at the top, there's also a rectangular one with arrows pointing up and down. Below that is another set of buttons featuring what appears to be entire words in an unknown runic language. For those, Kamii will have no choice but to test them one by one. 

    Her eyes are repeatedly drawn to the red nub at the top. There's a green one next to it, but it doesn't have the same kind of pull as the red one. Something is telling her to press it, but her instincts also scream that she shouldn't. For now, she will try the arrows. 

    She keeps her eyes and ears peeled before pressing the one pointing upward on the catalyst. To her surprise, the bars of her cell are drawn into the ceiling just like the stone wall was. This leaves her utterly dumbfounded for a moment, as she didn't expect to succeed on her first try. 

    Peeking outside her cell to make sure none of the champions or empire elites are in the corridor, Kamii walks out and looks around. The demons in their cells remain quiet as if understanding that this dark elf holds the tool to their freedom in her hand. 

    As a test, she presses the down arrow part of the rectangular nub, but nothing happens. Looking at the tool and then her open cell again, Kamii realizes that maybe she has to point it at her target like one would a catalyst. 

    When she tries again with the object's perceived front directed at her cell, the bars come down and connect with the ground almost silently. Then she turns around and points the tool at the cell across from hers, causing the bird demon inside to shy away in surprise. However, when his bars slide upward, his beak drops open. With this, Kamii can free everybody else in this cell block. 

    One part of her knows that releasing the prisoners may spell their deaths. The Curiosity Collectors might hunt them with lethal force instead of trying to capture them alive again. But out of pure self-preservation, she opens everybody's cells; her chances of slipping out unnoticed will be greater when chaos ensues. 

    When all the cells are open, one of the demons calls everybody to gather around him. He appears to be a natural leader as he begins to organize the prison break. However, by the time they get started, Kamii has already slipped out on her own. 

      

    Dark elves are naturally adept at sneaking and utilizing blind spots to slip by people. However, Daica is not an average dark elf, and leading a sedentary lifestyle in human cities didn't give her many opportunities to train to make up for her weaknesses. If not for Chloe expressing her love and admiration for her curvy body, she would have wished to be more normal-sized like her elder sister. 

    Thus, Daica's progress through the flying island is slow. She has to stop at every corner and use a small mirror to check the corridors, then backtrack whenever somebody is coming. There's no way she can hide in the crevices and shadows as her elder sister would have. Then again, her gigantic cursed arm might give her away as well. 

    For their cursed forms, they received powerful abilities that appear to go beyond magic. If her opponents weren't wearing full armor, Daica would have had a much easier time fighting her way through them out in the open. Instead, she's sneaking around behind enemy lines with a time limit attached. 

    After all, the bodies in the platform room could be discovered at any moment. It's hard enough for her to remain unseen now, but when the soldiers are on high alert, it will be nearly impossible. Her ammunition is limited, so she can only fight when it's absolutely unavoidable. 

    Daica makes sure nobody is coming down the corridor on either side of the crossing, then runs across it as quickly and as silently as she can. She already shifted the positions of the remaining vials in her holsters, but they still clink together when she performs big movements. The closed doors all along the hallways look thick and sturdy, but people inside might hear her. 

    The smoke vial is ready in her left hand, and the crossbow still holds an acid bolt. If she uses either, her presence will be made known for sure, so she hopes they will only be needed after she finds Kamii. However, the flying island is about half the size of Arkaim, a city that holds two hundred thousand souls. With no idea where her elder sister is imprisoned, it will be a long time before she can find her by walking around aimlessly. 

    Suddenly, an alarm bell echoes through the corridors. Spinning around on the spot, Daica makes sure she hasn't been spotted. If it's not her, then the corpses in the landing room must have been discovered. She's on an even tighter time limit now, as she will run into enemies head-first sooner or later. 

    "The irregular research subjects from D Block have broken out. All security personnel is requested on site." A disembodied female voice announces, startling Daica again. This isn't about the bodies she left behind when she infiltrated the flying island. Hope springs forth in her mind that Kamii was somehow able to break out by herself. 

    But now that the alarm has been rung, it makes everything more complicated. Daica quickly runs down the corridor, throwing all caution to the wind to find her elder sister as soon as possible. She needs to learn where this D Block is, and the fastest way is by seeing where security is going. If that exposes her presence, so be it; to reunite with Kamii, she would fight a god. 

    Be it sheer luck or the layout of the flying island, but Daica reaches the gallery of a grand hall without running into anybody. However, many soldiers are gathered in that hall before a person who appears to be a captain. He gives out orders to squads of five, who promptly salute and depart to their stations. This must be the staging ground for the security personnel. 

    With this many soldiers running off into different corridors, it's hard to tell which are heading toward D Block. At least they appear to leave for the same section of the sanctum, but there's no way Daica can cross the hall to follow any of them without being seen from below. 

    Maybe she can mix a triple vial into the toxic cloud and take them all out at once. She doesn't know how large the cloud will get, but if it doesn't cover the entire hall, those unaffected by it will be coming for her. At that time, all she will have left are three acid vials for combat and some utility vials for escape. 

    No, it would be too much of a risk to gamble everything now. Arkaim was overrun by several thousand empire elites led by Chosen Knights. There are only about a hundred in this hall, so while it would put a dent in their numbers, it wouldn't make her job of getting around the flying island easier. 

    "Hey, who are you?!" Suddenly, a man calls out to her from behind. Jerked from her thoughts, Daica swivels around on the spot and finds a soldier staring at her with his helmet off. The moment he lays his eyes on her gas mask, they widen in confusion. But he wouldn't be an elite soldier if he didn't react quickly by drawing his sword. "Intr-" 

    Before he can finish, Daica shoots an acid bolt straight into his mouth. The vial shatters against his teeth and melts his lower jaw in the blink of an eye. He doesn't even have time to scream before the potent mixture eats away his throat. The soldier raises his hands to his face, then collapses dead on the spot. 

    Breathing in sharply when his armor hits the ground, Daica turns around and peers into the hall. To her surprise, nobody seems to have heard what transpired. It's her cue to change her location as quickly as possible before somebody else stumbles upon the corpse or her. 

    Backtracking once more, the big dark elf uses her sense of direction to circumvent the hall. When fighting against a single opponent, she would have taken out the acid bolt and replaced it with a sticky bolt. But she had to take him out as quickly as possible before he called his allies. Now, she only has two acid vials left. 

    Hiding behind a pillar, she avoids being detected when a group of soldiers passes by her. Using a regular bolt in another case, she distracts two men standing guard at a corridor crossing. With some maneuvering, she finally manages to get to the other side of the hall after what felt like a nerve-racking eternity. 

    "Daica?" A familiar voice calls out to her, and the big dark elf spins around. Peeking out from behind a pillar is Kamii, barefoot and the crab pincer open to snap at an opponent at any time. Her amethyst eyes are widened in utter surprise at seeing her little sister on the flying island as well. She thought she would be safe - or at least safer - in Arkaim castle right now. 

    "KA-mii." Daica stops herself from screaming her elder sister's name and runs over to her. The latter looks around to make sure nobody followed her before finally glaring up at her sister. This takes the big dark elf by surprise. 

    "What are you doing here?" Kamii asks in a whisper, but her tone is an accusing one. 

    "I came to rescue you." Puffing up her cheeks in indignation, Daica retorts. But since she's still wearing her gas mask, Kamii doesn't see it. 

    "Now I have to rescue you instead." She states with a sigh, which only serves to frustrate her little sister. 

    "Is this how you thank me?" Daica pulls off her mask and shows her exasperation openly. 

    "Get us both out of here safely, and I'll thank you." Crossing her arm and crab pincer, Kamii remains steadfast. "But I think we both know that I'll be the one doing most of the work." 

    "What?!" Bursting out in anger, Daica shouts. Her voice echoes down the hallway, and the big dark elf covers her mouth in shock. Kamii blinks her eyes a few times at her sister. Then, a rare wry smile plays over her lips. 

    "Crybaby Daica has grown." She mutters, her expression softening. But her ears twitch, and she turns away. "They're coming." 

    "I heard it too." Daica turns in the other direction and states grimly. Her shout must have alerted the humans to their position, and they're converging on them from all sides. 

    "This way." Kamii points down an unilluminated corridor. 

    "Are you sure?" No voices or armored footsteps are coming from that direction, but with their night vision, they can see that it's a mostly straight path with no doors on either side. They would be hopelessly trapped if they were surrounded. 

    "It's the only way." Kamii declares with a nod. Given that the soldiers are approaching from every other direction, that's not an understatement. She moves first and runs to the corner before waving Daica over. The latter follows her after checking both ways. 

    Suddenly, a small fireball whizzes right past the big dark elf's head. If her hair hadn't been tied in a bun, it would have been set on fire by it. It would seem that hiding in the dark corridor is out of the question now, as she has been seen going inside it. 

    "All the way to the other end!" Kamii waves her cursed arm to signal her sister to hurry. Then she chants the darkness barrier spell and covers the entire opening with it. She knows that it won't keep the empire elites or potentially Chosen Knights out for long. Still, they have to use everything at their disposal to escape this situation. 

    "They're in the service hallway!" One of the soldiers yells, letting his allies know the two dark elves' whereabouts. Clicking her tongue, Kamii makes sure to maintain her concentration on the barrier while running after her sister. 

    "They are over here!" But to their dread, several humans appear on the other end of the corridor. One of them uses his sword catalyst to sling a quick spell down the hallway, forcing both dark elves to dodge to either side. 

    Right then, a shining sword slashes through the barrier of darkness Kamii left behind. For a moment, she thinks that it's Rolan, but when a woman in empire armor steps through, her heart sinks. In her mind, she chastises herself for that foolish hope; why would he be here in the sanctum of the gods? 

    Daica shoots a crossbow bolt straight at the female soldier. The vial attached to its tip shatters against her raised shield, and the liquid splashing out from it sticks like glue. It hardens before the woman can react, locking her arms and upper body in place with no hope of removing it. 

    "What now?" Kamii asks after unleashing a dark mist spell into her face to slow down the advance on that side further. In this narrow corridor, the enemy's numerical advantage isn't as pronounced. But without the demon maids and their powerful magic supporting them, the dark elves are hopelessly outmatched. 

    "Fight our way out?" In an unsure tone, Daica poses this tentative solution while reloading her crossbow. She shoots another bolt in the other direction just as the soldier in the front advances on them while chanting a spell. 

    Learning from the woman on the other side, he uses his hand to slap the bolt aside. It flies up and shatters against the ceiling, then splashes back down right onto his head. His agonized screams echo through the hallway as his steel helmet melts onto his face. 

    "You have more of those?" Kamii asks when she witnesses the gruesome spectacle. She saw her little sister use those crossbow bolts in the castle to great effect. 

    "Only one more." Daica replies without looking while drawing the crossbow string back. She raises the bolt with the acid vial already screwed on to show it off, and Kamii instantly swipes it from her hand. "Wait, be careful with that!" 

    A fireball explodes near them, and the shockwave throws them to the ground. The acid bolt flies out of Kamii's hand, but she barely manages to catch it with her crab pincer. There's no time for caution, and she takes off the vial before throwing it on the ground. It shatters, its contents beginning to eat itself through the stone. 

    "What are you doing?" Staring at what her last acid bolt turned into, Daica inadvertently asks in an accusing tone. Then she realizes that the hole created by the chemical reaction is expanding, and it leads to the floor below. For a moment, the big dark elf shifts her gaze between the growing escape route and her elder sister. "I didn't think of that." 

    "And that's why I'm your big sister." With a proud sniff, Kamii replies in feigned arrogance. She gauges the size of the hole, then peers down to find that another hole is forming in the floor below. The little dark elf shudders at the potency of this acid. 

    "Alright, let's go." Daica puts on her gas mask and folds up the crossbow. She's bigger than Kamii, so if she can fit through the hole, it shouldn't pose a problem for the elder sister either. With her bodysuit made from Gilmirin's acid-resistant shed skin, she also doesn't have to fear touching the acid-stained rim. 

    The big dark elf jumps in legs-first, but her hips get stuck. With a wide-eyed look through the lenses of her gas mask, she stares at her sister, who only returns it expressionlessly. 

    "I didn't grow fat!" 

    "I didn't say anything!" 

    In the next moment, the acid on the rim eats away a little more of the floor, freeing Daika - only for her chest to get stuck. This time, Kamii wordlessly uses her cursed arm to push down on her sister, who squeals at the rough treatment. 

    Finally, she's through. But it took so much time that the empire soldiers have gotten close. One unleashes an icicle at Kamii, who blocks it with her crab pincer. The force throws her backward and a few steps away from the hole in the ground. 

    "Kamii!" Daica shouts from below. In the next moment, the gas mask flies up through the opening and lands close to the little dark elf. She blinks once, then understands her sister's plan. 

    Kamii lunges over to it and puts it on, but it gives the approaching soldier time to get close. The man raises his sword, but she twists her body and uses the crab pincer to catch his wrist. On the other side, more make their way through the dark magic mist that can only block visibility but has no other properties. She's in a pinch. 

    "I got it!" The little dark elf shouts, her voice muffled by the gas mask. In the next moment, a crossbow bolt with an oversized tip consisting of three vials hits the ceiling and explodes into a yellow-green gas. It envelops the hallway and quickly spreads out. 

    A moment later, Kamii feels the weight on the wrist held in her crab pincer disappear as its owner tries to draw back while coughing violently. All around her, agonized voices shout and wheeze, and the little dark elf understands that this is toxic mist. The gas mask doesn't fit her perfectly, so she can't stay in it for long. 

    Rolling across the ground, Kamii dives cursed arm-first into the hole in the floor, just barely avoiding touching its rim. On the floor below, she flies into Daica's chest face-first, cushioning her own fall but knocking her sister to the ground. 

    They're in a corridor that runs in parallel with the one above this floor. Maybe this entire section of the sanctum consists of the same layout for every level. 

    "Quick." Not complaining at the rough landing at all, the big dark elf points at the opening in the ceiling. "The toxic gas is heavier than air." 

    With only one gas mask between the two, they can't stay here where the deadly cloud could reach them soon. The yellow gas is already beginning to waft through the hole above, so they need to decide where to go now. 

    Loud footsteps and shouts for reinforcements from both sides of their corridor make the decision for the two dark elves. They exchange a glance with each other and nod, then wordlessly jump down to the level below.

  


 
    Chapter 135 - The Castle In The Sky 

      

      

    Kamii and Daica dropped down three more levels until they reached a floor utterly different from any they had seen before. 

    The walls appear to have been cut from the bedrock itself, and the floor is covered in metal grating. However, tubes and wires run across steel mountings on the walls, and corrugated pipes audibly pump gases or liquids like the blood vessels of a massive living creature. 

    Compared to the clean architecture of the sanctum so far, this looks like a different place entirely. The air is cold, and a constant but distant droning reaches the two dark elves' sensitive ears. A chemical smell fills their nostrils, and they suspect that it may be toxic. But with only one gas mask between them and the hole above them sealed by Daica's sticky vial, they can only hope that it's not deadly. 

    Silently, the two dark elves decide on which way to go, then move in the direction in which the liquids in the pipes flow. They can only hope that it's water, but for all they know, it could even be blood. Maybe the flying island is a titanic lifeform subjugated by the gods and turned into a beast of burden. 

    They can tell that nobody is following them here. The absurd notion that maybe this is a place not even the humans in the employ of the gods know about enters their minds. But the more they see, the less they can shake that thought; this underbelly of the sanctum looks like the back of a theater stage. Not a hint of divinity can be gleaned from the crude designs, which stand in stark contrast to the form over function that the above levels employ. 

    The few intersections that lead into corridors with the exact same structure as the one they first found themselves in didn't divert them from their path. They've decided to follow the largest and loudest pipe to its end. If they're lucky, it will lead to a sewer exit at the bottom of the flying island. If not, they could find themselves at the heart of the sanctum. 

    Soon, they realize that they're getting closer to the source of the droning noise. It doesn't appear to be a heartbeat since it's constant rather than repeating. But for all they know, it could be what constitutes as such for a living creature as large as this flying island. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Daica asserts in a nervous whisper, clutching her crossbow with both hands. She no longer has acid or toxic bolts, so the best she can do is slow enemies down without disabling them decisively. 

    "It will be alright." Kamii reassures her little sister and clicks her crab pincer audibly. The sound echoes through the tunnel but is lost in the background noise. If the gods haven't sent anybody after such a long time, it must mean that they don't have eyes and ears here. 

    The service corridor begins to gently bend to the right, blocking their view of their destination. It could mean that they're close to the outer wall of the sanctuary or that the structure is accommodating something it can't cut through directly. 

    Finally, they see a white light on the wall before them and exchange a silent glance with each other. There's no fresh air or even wind, so it's either a sealed window or artificial light. In the case of the former, they could break through it, but the latter holds other implications - not all of which are favorable for them. 

    But when they finally step around the bend and see the source of the light, the two dark elves can only stare in awe. The tunnel opens up onto a walkway with a metal railing. Beyond it stands a structure the likes of which neither of them could have ever imagined. 

    A massive sphere is suspended on pillars in a gigantic open hall. All the pipes and tubes that must be running through the entire sanctuary are converging on it from above and below. Many round holes reveal an incandescent core inside the sphere, illuminating the room with its white glow. It's the origin of the droning noise that has accompanied them all this way. 

    "What is that?" Daica asks while pulling off her gas mask to see it better. 

    "I don't know." Kamii mutters in response and tears her eyes off the structure to look around the massive hall. When comparing its height to the many levels of walkways, it's safe to assume that it's more than seven stories tall. 

    For the first time since entering the sanctum's underbelly, there are other people. Figures walk around the various levels, carrying tools or glowing tablets that could be catalysts much like the one Kamii swiped from the Curiosity Collector. But what catches her eye is the fact that they're all bald, with metal pieces seemingly grafted into their skulls. 

    They consist of both humans and demons, working side by side without even acknowledging each other's existence. At one glance, the little dark elf can tell that they must have been brainwashed - or maybe the metal in their skulls are catalysts through which they're controlled. 

    No matter the actual explanation, none of this looks like the work of beings that one should consider gods. To date, Kamii didn't even think that humans were capable of such atrocities. Rather than malice, all she can feel from this is cold indifference, as if this was merely the most convenient path to take. 

    "What is this place..." Daica's fearful whisper tells Kamii that her sister feels the same way. They stumbled upon evidence of great evil that far surpasses their wildest imagination. 

    "Focus." The little dark elf turns to her sister, puts her arm over her shoulder, and pulls her down. She points her crab pincer at the large sphere at the center of the room, then at the pipes and tubes all around them. "That looks important." 

    Regardless of its purpose, the glowing object housed inside the sphere must be a massive catalyst. And everything surrounding it must exist to maintain its activity. If it's shut down, it should at least prove to be a nuisance to the gods, if not a significant problem. 

    Then, Kamii has a sudden thought. Maybe this is what keeps the sanctum in the air. What else inside this flying fortress would need to be this big? The humans and demons down there who have been turned into mindless automatons exist solely to keep it in perfect working order. It would mean that they are using magic rather than some divine power to operate this sanctum. That must be the reason no empire elites and Chosen Knights have chased them so far; the gods don't want them to see the truth. 

    Perhaps these are merely wild theories, but Kamii is beginning to grow suspicious of the gods. After all, why would they descend to the mortal realm to aid the humans in the first place? What would they have to gain from destroying the Dominion? What would they have to lose if the Dominion endured? All those are human agendas. 

    "What do you want to do?" Daica asks with a skeptical look at the towering structure that appears to be made of steel. She's not sure they have any means to do much of anything; it would be like trying to damage an ironclad castle. Even if she still had her acid bolts, they wouldn't be able to do more than pinpoint damage. For that to be effective, she would have to know its weak points. 

    "Sabotage." Kamii replies with grim determination. She will pull down the façade of the gods and see them for what they truly are. 

      

    The east gate has been breached. Pushing through the gap is a flood of human soldiers in heavy armor, meant to establish a bridgehead for those following after them. However, when they clear the gatehouse, the first thing they see is Pontis Daemonis's deputy commander Menshash. The towering four-legged demon wields a massive ax which he unhesitatingly swings at the utterly unprepared invaders. 

    Over a dozen heavily armored humans are cleaved as if made from paper, their body parts sent flying across their allies in the back. His troops keep a respectful distance, knowing that the deputy commander's wild swing doesn't distinguish friends from foes. The perimeter around the gate is drawn back quite far to allow him freedom of movement until he grows tired. He's known for his stamina; many more humans will fall under his ax before he needs to rest. 

    A fireball suddenly travels through the gatehouse and hits Menshash in the face, pushing him back with an explosion. He shakes his horned head to clear the flames and appears to be unharmed, but that moment of distraction is enough to allow the humans to fan out toward the sides of the gate. Leaving a larger open space worked against the demons this time. 

    The answer to Menshash's overwhelming might appears to be a constant barrage of magic that keeps him occupied. Several mages are casting spells one after the other, focusing on keeping the towering demon at bay. The fireballs and icicles may not be able to wound his tough hide, but he has to shield his eyes from them, leaving him unable to fight effectively. 

    The sky is swarming with winged demons fighting a host of Fatas and masters of wind magic. Fiery explosions, shards of ice, and invisible blades of air make the dogfights a deadly dance. In the middle of it all, a lone figure with pitch-black feathers dominates the airspace. 

    Hestia launches black spirit spears and erects shields of darkness with quick incantations, shooting down enemies left and right. She leaves behind a rain of blood and death, using wind magic cast directly underneath or behind her wings to propel herself forward at breakneck speeds. Those are reckless maneuvers none of her Fata peers would ever dare to try, but it's that lack of hesitation - and her ruthlessness in pursuing her kin - that makes her an unstoppable force in the air. 

    From high above, the black-winged Fata can tell that Pontis Daemonis alone can't hope to stop this invasion. All across the shoreline, boats carrying enemies are landing on Dominion soil. They slowly but steadily surround the lone fortress with their sheer numbers. 

    One of the largest ships in the Alliance fleet suddenly bursts open from below. A multitude of massive tentacles rips it apart further before pulling the wreck into the depths. Cadrienna, the squid-legged commander of Pontis Daemonis, coordinates her sea monster pet to sink as many ships as possible. But picking off one at a time is nothing more than a drop in the ocean compared to the sheer number of vessels making it through. 

    This is the greatest invasion the Dominion has ever seen. In the massive campaign last summer, the Alliance fielded over half a million soldiers. Their aim had been to take Arkaim and kill the Demon Queen as quickly as possible. They avoided all major cities and traveled across the Degar steppes on their way to the Dominion capital. Queen Pelomyx deliberately drew away all civilians in their path and faced them in front of her gates, utterly annihilating them within a day. 

    However, this time, it's clear that the Alliance is ready to wage a protracted war across an elongated front. If each ship carries a hundred human soldiers, the force visible from the walls of Pontis Daemonis alone approaches half a million. And more are appearing over the horizon even now. 

    Any human in a normal state of mind would run away the moment they saw Menshash. The ships would turn away when their crews saw their comrades getting dragged into the depths by a giant sea creature. Yet, the deputy commander is being held at bay by a combination of magic and long pikes, and the enemy ships keep pushing forward against the high waves. 

    Pontis Daemonis was built by the Empire of Terminus a long time ago. It sports the empire's famous impenetrable defense architecture. However, the human army's morale is inexplicably high despite sustaining massive casualties against the very walls their forefathers built. The seaside fortress will fall sooner or later, and when it does, every last demon in it will be massacred. 

    The presence of the host of Fatas can't be the only reason their morale is high. The winged people are seen as the messengers of the gods, but even they shouldn't be able to make humans abandon their sense of self-preservation. Something else must be at work here. 

    Hestia's eyesight has returned to normal levels after not using her curse since she discovered it. Therefore, she can even see the faces of the humans on the ground, knowing that it's neither desperation nor hatred that drives them. Their expressions are filled with hope as if they know with absolute certainty that even if they were to die here, a better future would await those they left behind in their homeland. 

    Something in the air appears to change, and Hestia turns to look inland. Just over the horizon, before the setting orange sun and the reddened clouds, a flying island approaches. The castle built into the mountain at its center is indicative of its sheer size; it can overshadow the entirety of Pontis Daemonis. 

    That must be a sanctum of the gods. Hestia heard stories about these floating constructs in her childhood but never saw one for herself. The fact that it's flying above the Dominion means that the gods are becoming involved in worldly matters. Whenever they did that in the past, it signaled a turning point in history. 

    Does this mean the gods of man want the fall of the Dominion as well? If that's the case, the demons will stand no chance. How could mortals ever hope to stand against beings that represent forces of the world itself? 

    Both allies and enemies stop their midair battle to watch the spectacle of the approaching flying island. The Fatas spread their wings and glide on the wind, offering a prayer to the gods, while the demons stare at the sanctum in confusion. 

    Hestia only now realizes that the sanctum of the gods is coming from the direction of the Dominion's heartland. That means it might have already accomplished the first strike. Arkaim lies in that direction, so it could be that the gods' wrath wiped the demon capital off the map already. 

    Without waiting for the battle to continue, Hestia casts the spell for a multitude of spirit spears. The darkness that looks like rifts in space stands in stark contrast to the red clouds above. She targets her kin without hesitation, her ruthlessness taking them by surprise. Several of them have theirs wings and limbs pierced, darkness spreading across their white feathers from the effects of Hestia's corruption. Many of them plummet from the sky, their symbols of purity no more. 

    Then, Hestia folds her wings and flies after them in a nosedive. Before the sanctum reaches them, she has to take Dregana and Senka and leave Pontis Daemonis. She thought that with their help, the demons might be able to weather the storm until Chloe arrives. But now, she's not so sure the seaside fortress will still be here by then. 

    As she approaches the tallest tower, where the strategic command of the fortress is overseeing the battle, Hestia spreads her wings and slows her fall almost instantly. Her sturdy body easily withstands the whiplash, and she glides under the roof before diving inside the tower through a window with her wings folded. 

    "Whoa!" One of the guards, a massive bipedal dog wearing full plate armor, stumbles back in surprise. 

    "We have to evacuate." Hestia pays him no attention and addresses Senka, who's talking to one of Cadrienna's strategic advisors. The elderly bakari with completely white hair and a goatee that reaches his belt shifts his inquisitive orange eyes to Hestia at the same time as the doll-like girl does. 

    "Why do you say that?" He asks first, glancing at Senka. 

    "Look west." Hestia orders the argos demon, who's peering out from the eastern window. Every fortress in the Dominion has at least one of his kind stationed as a lookout. They're demons with a thousand eyes covering their bodies, possessing superior eyesight and awareness. Since Fatas are in the air, he couldn't stand on the roof he would normally work from. With his attention focused on the invasion from the east, he didn't consider checking inland. 

    Blinking his many eyes in quick sequence, he hurries over to the window toward the west. Even before he reaches it, he already sees the massive sanctum quickly approaching them. 

    "A flying island is coming from inland." The argos demon states in a distressed tone. He keeps staring at it, trying to spot people that could be standing on top of it. 

    "It's a sanctum of the gods." Hestia explains while walking over to Senka. The doll girl remains silent, looking at the fallen angel as if waiting for her to say more. But the latter only gives her a meaningful look, then gestures at the closest window with her eyes. They should escape now before the flying island is above them. 

    "What can we do about that?" Another advisor asks in a despair-filled tone. The weak-willed myconids, fungus-like demons, make for poor warriors, but their minds are keen, so they're sometimes employed for their out-of-the-box thinking. Serving under Cadrienna should have steeled his heart, but the prospect of having to fight the gods is too much for any mortal. 

    Suddenly, one section at the bottom of the flying island explodes. It didn't look like something attacked it from the ground, so it must have come from the inside. The entire sanctum begins to list, and smoke from the fire trails after it as it continues to approach Pontis Daemonis. 

    Could the sanctum have been infiltrated by demons, and a battle is raging inside it even now? Why would it come all the way here under such circumstances, then? 

    Hestia and Senka exchange a glance. They both realize that whoever caused that explosion must be on their side - and might need their help. It could even be Chloe, fighting desperately against the gods by herself. 

    The Fata picks up the doll girl and jumps out the window before anybody else can react. Once cleared of the tower, the fallen angel spreads her wings and places a wind burst underneath them to ascend quickly. 

    "Dregana! Come!" Hestia employs her magically-infused voice to call out to the dragonkin fighting at the southern gate. As a Fata, her kind is naturally capable of using that power to spread the word of the gods across the battlefield. She's now using it to oppose those very gods instead. 

    Dregana is using her superior fire magic to keep the human soldiers from scaling the walls. But when she hears Hestia's voice, she drops everything to heed her call. Jumping right through a wall of flames, she transforms into a fully-fledged dragon in an explosion of fire. It blasts everybody in the vicinity back, tossing ladders off the walls and blowing human soldiers away. 

    With a mighty roar, Dregana soars into the sky. She spots Hestia's black wings and quickly catches up to her. The trio, reunited, heads for the ailing sanctum while flying low. The Fatas above are busy fighting the flying demons, and the human soldiers have yet to make a complete encirclement of the fortress. Thus, they quickly clear the warzone and approach the forest a distance away from Pontis Daemonis. 

    "Kamii?" Senka asks tentatively in her mind when she suddenly feels the little dark elf's presence. Much like when Makoto came back from space, the doll girl can tell when someone enters her telepathy range and has the mental capacity to answer. 

    Back then, it was cut off when a spell hit the tower she was in; it stops working when her concentration is broken. When it was restored, Makoto had already left her range or entered battle herself. 

    "Senka?" Kamii's voice responds in a surprised tone. That implies the little dark elf is not in the middle of a battle. "How can I talk to you?" 

    When she was transported to the Dominion that night, she couldn't connect with Senka anymore. Back then, she already surmised that distance played a role, but now she has certainty. However, the fact they're able to speak means that they have come within range of each other. 

    "You're in that sanctum, right? It's heading for Pontis Daemonis." Getting right to the point, the doll girl explains the situation quickly. "Can you tell where you are inside that thing?" 

    "We're... underground? Can't see outside." 

    "We?" For a moment, hope sparks inside Senka's unbeating heart that Makoto might be with her. But it quickly dies down again when she realizes that if that were the case, she should be able to sense her presence. 

    "Daica is with me." Kamii crushes that hope and replaces it with dread. Shaking the thoughts that the big dark elf's name invoke, Senka changes the topic. 

    "What are you two doing on that thing?" 

    "Sabotage. I think it's falling." 

    "Yes, it is." Senka states dryly. The sanctum is listing like a ship with its hull breached and taking on water. Whatever the two dark elves did crippled its flight capabilities but didn't disable them. Otherwise, the whole island would have dropped out of the sky like a rock already. "I'll try to find you. Stay where you are." 

    "That's going to be a little difficult." Kamii asserts in a worried tone. "Everything is crumbling." 

    Just when she says that, a large chunk of the flying island's underside breaks away and rains down on the forest below. It's going to be impossible to get in from that side lest they get hit by falling rocks. 

    "Can you get topside then? Hestia and Dregana can pick you up there." Senka asks while gesturing at Hestia to approach from the crumbling side for the time being. The fallen angel changes course, and Dregana follows, staying low above the forest to avoid being spotted from the sanctum. 

    "Not likely." The little dark elf answers, suppressing her surprise at learning that Dregana is with them. She already heard from her little sister that Senka and Hestia went to Pontis Daemonis together but didn't know that the wind and fire magic professor has joined Mahkotoh. A lot has happened since they were separated. 

    "What's the issue?" 

    "We could try. But it's crawling with empire soldiers and champions up there. And I'm sure at least three gods are in the sanctum too." 

    Suddenly, lightning flashes through the mostly cloudless sky and strikes the tallest tower on the listing sanctum. Hestia and Senka exchange a worried look. 

    "Is one of them the Lord of the Sky?" The doll girl wonders. 

    "Quite likely..." Holding onto a pipe with her crab pincer, the little dark elf shakes her head to get the ringing out of her ears and answers. 

    "I'm out." Daica braces herself against the railing and shoots her last crossbow bolt down the tunnel. The vial contains a slippery liquid that causes the mindless drones pursuing them to lose their footing on the already shaky floor. Several of them pile up on each other and block the way for those following them. "We need to get out of here!" 

    "You think so?" With a rare show of emotion, Kamii asks with a sarcastic look at her sister. "The problem is where to go." 

    "Up?" With a shrug, Daica glances back at the metal ladder they passed earlier. They dismissed the option because it could lead them right into the arms of more worker drones or human soldiers. 

    Kamii considers the option once more, but before she can make a decision, something changes. Their footing noticeably returns to a horizontal alignment, as if the sanctum's flight capabilities have been restored. 

    "The sanctum is flying straight again. Did something change in there?" Senka confirms it from the outside, leading Kamii to believe that Taivass must have a hand in this. As the Lord of the Sky, it seems only natural that he could make an entire island float. 

    But after seeing how it has been flying in the first place, the little dark elf can't help but doubt the legitimacy of the gods as divine beings. True divinity wouldn't need a gigantic catalyst and machines operated by mindless slaves. 

    "With the Lord of the Sky here, you should stay away." Kamii finally answers Senka in her mind. Hestia and especially Dregana will be spotted from afar and shot down with magic. If Taivass is so inclined, he could even call down lightning to strike them. 

    "How did you get on the sanctum in the first place when Taivass is there?" Senka's voice is filled with questions. 

    "I was caught in Arkaim earlier. Daica tried to rescue me." The little dark elf replies nonchalantly while pointing Daica down the hallway. If they don't have somebody helping them from the outside, they will have to go with the original plan of finding an exit near the side of the sanctum. 

    "You were in Arkaim?" The doll girl asks in utter surprise. 

    "We were transported to the Dominion. Rolan and the others, too." 

    "Are they with you?" 

    "No, we separated in Ajurai. They went ahead to leave the Dominion. I decided to stay because I know that the queen is Mahkotoh's mother." Running down the corridor after Daica, Kamii explains concisely. She usually doesn't talk this much and isn't used to it. "She came to Ajurai and brought me back to Arkaim, but then the city was attacked by the sanctum." 

    "What happened there?" Senka requests clarification in a tone filled with disbelief. The little dark elf can tell that the doll girl's mind is already making the right connections. 

    "I don't know for sure. But the sanctum only began to move after a lightning strike as well. It didn't look like the humans were losing at the time, though." Kamii tries not to imply things she doesn't know for sure. 

    "Let's first get you out of there. We'll talk after." It seems that Senka has come to the same conclusion from the little information Kamii provided. She has always been a perceptive one. "Can you get anywhere that leads outside?" 

    "We're trying." The little dark elf stops at an intersection between two service tunnels and considers the options. She knows that the catalyst they destroyed has ripped a hole into the underside of the sanctum. The place it used to be is burning or crumbling, so they can't use that as an exit point. 

    The wind rushes past her ears, meaning that there's another opening ahead of them somewhere. Daica steps into the path toward the left while Kamii heads for the one on the right. They both walk in a few paces, then stop and feel the breeze. 

    "Not here." The big dark elf turns around and declares. 

    "Same." Kamii shakes her head and walks back to the intersection. They meet in the middle and look in the direction of the last option available to them. The wind is coming from that tunnel. "Let's go." 

    Neither of the two sisters mentions that the wind could be coming in from above, meaning they might run into the enemies. It's already a miracle that they could make it this far without being caught. 

    "The sanctum is getting very close to Pontis Daemonis now." Senka reports her observation from the outside. She has asked Dregana to return to her human form and wait in the forest below. Hestia is now rounding the flying island from a long distance, using her superior eyesight to scout its surface. 

    "Soldiers are gathering." The fallen angel points at the top of the sanctum, where empire soldiers in shining silver armor form squads. 

    "They're preparing for an invasion. Maybe you can use that." The doll girl relays that information to Kamii. She's not sure what the little dark elf - and especially Daica - can even do. But if they were able to sabotage the sanctum with several gods inside it, they should manage something. 

    "I wonder what the humans are thinking." Hestia mutters while watching the soldiers gathering on top of the flying island. They appear strangely disciplined even though it looked like their flying island was about to come crashing down only moments ago. "How could a sanctum of the gods ever be assailed like this?" 

    Senka doesn't comment but thinks her part. It does seem decidedly undivine for gods to fall victim to something as simple as sabotage. How did two cursed dark elves nearly bring down a vessel steered by the gods themselves? 

    "We found an exit." Kamii's voice pulls the doll girl from her thoughts. 

    "By the sound of it, it's an opening on the side of the flying island, and a drop of a hundred paces awaits you outside." The latter replies with an assumption, the veracity of which the little dark elf's silence confirms. Senka comes up with a new plan. "We will try to get you there. You just need to give us a visual signal." 

    "It's too dangerous." Kamii responds in a somber tone. "If you get too close, the gods will notice you." 

    "You're running out of time. Once the sanctum is over Pontis Daemonis, even if you get down somehow, you'll just end up in a warzone." 

    "We'll figure something out." 

    "Wait. I got an idea." 

    Kamii waits for an explanation, but Senka remains silent for a while. Trusting the doll girl as she did before, the little dark elf looks around. She's still holding onto that catalyst that could manipulate the doors and cell bars in the prison block. Maybe it can be used in the underbelly of the sanctum, too. 

    "What is that?" Daica asks when her elder sister pulls the wedge-shaped catalyst out of her pocket. She saw it sticking out from it before but didn't consider it important at the time. 

    "I'm not sure. We'll see if it works." Kamii mutters while pointing it at her surroundings and pressing the nubs one by one. Nothing happens, and she examines the catalyst one more time. Maybe it's time to try the big red nub on the top right. 

    When she does, still nothing happens. The little dark elf looks at the wedge, then shrugs. It would have been too easy if that opened one of those floating platforms under their feet and lowered them from the sanctum. 

    As if that thought was the trigger, the floor under her feet moves. But rather than turning into a platform, it forms a steep slide that leads to the forest below. The sudden loss of footing causes Kamii to let go of the catalyst in her hand. But she has the presence of mind to extend her cursed arm and reach for something to grab on. However, there's nothing, only smooth walls. 

    Daica catches the tip of her crab pincer. Kamii is jerked around and hits the wall, which knocks the air out of her lungs. Her little sister is holding onto her with all of her pathetic physical strength, panting from the exertion. She's lying on the floor, keeping her grip on Kamii with no way to pull her back up. 

    The little dark elf looks down, watching the catalyst fall toward the forest below. It disappears from sight before it can hit the ground - it's a long way down. She then looks around, trying to find something she could hold onto with her now freed hand. But as before, there are only smooth walls on three sides. 

    "I got you!" Daica speaks in a strained voice, proving herself to the contrary. Her grasp on the smooth crab pincer is slipping, but she isn't using her other hand. She reacted incredibly quickly to her sister falling by shooting the grappling hook into a mass of tubes and pipes right as she caught her. It stuck onto something, or otherwise, she would have also been pulled over the ledge by the momentum. 

    Suddenly, the sound of something breaking resounds from behind her, and Daica turns to look over her shoulder. She witnesses just in time as tubes rip and a pipe breaks before the grappling hook comes loose. In the next moment, her torso slides over the edge, followed by her legs. 

    The two dark elves fall out of the sanctum toward their certain death. 

    "Hey, I didn't even tell you the plan yet." Senka suddenly speaks into Kamii's head. 

    "We're kind of in the middle of something." The little dark elf replies with a sigh of resignation. None of her or her sister's magic can help them in this situation now. 

    "I can see that." The doll girl comments in a dry tone. "Just don't get separated." 

    "We will be very soon. Into more than a few pieces, too." 

    "Your body won't break apart so easily. Your bones shatter inside your bag of skin, but you won't be losing any limbs." 

    "Thank you. Very helpful." 

    "Just trying to bridge the time with some small talk." Senka asserts in a matter-of-fact tone, and Kamii blinks her eyes. She didn't think that the doll girl would use gallows humor at such a time. 

    But then, she feels something invisible cushion her fall and direct her sideways and away from their initial trajectory. Daica beside her appears to experience the same phenomenon, floating in midair with her eyes pressed shut in terror. She doesn't realize that somehow or other, they may be saved. 

    Looking down, Kamii finds that the trees are parting due to a consistent gale from below. In the opening stands a naked woman with vermillion hair, pointing a charred wooden staff with a glowing white catalyst in their direction. It's Dregana Tarragon, the wind and fire magic professor at the Royal Academy who was obsessed with Hestia. 

    "I was about to tell you to jump and trust in me. But you already did so before I said it. You must truly believe that we would come through." The doll girl speaks into Kamii's mind in a sarcastic tone. After their earlier exchange, the little dark elf can only remain silent. 

    Soon, they land on the forest ground as softly as a falling feather. Dregana nods at Kamii, who wordlessly responds with the same gesture. In the academy, they exchanged fewer words with each other than there are days in the fortnight. They're both of the quiet disposition, so neither saw any problem in that. 

    Daica stashes her crossbow and sighs a breath of relief. Then she drops to the ground, her knees having grown weak after free-falling from an immense height. 

    The sound of large wings reaches their ears from above, and they look up to find Hestia gliding down toward them. She's wearing a tight-fitting black leather outfit and carries Senka in her arms. Her crimson eyes shift from Dregana to the little dark elf, then stop on Daica in her strange bodysuit. 

    "I hope you're well." Landing on her feet gracefully, Hestia nods in the big dark elf's direction with a neutral expression that doesn't betray her thoughts about her outfit's wondrous design. The latter gives her a tired wave of her hand. 

    Then, the fallen angel gives Kamii a long look. They seem to size each other up for a moment, but then Hestia walks forward and hugs the little dark elf into her chest. The last time they saw each other was that fated night when Chloe came back through the transportation circle and was ambushed by the professors of the Royal Academy. 

    It has been five moons since then. They each went through many hardships to be finally reunited here, and surely, they have much to talk about. 

    However, they separate and look up at the sanctum in the sky. It's slowing down as it approaches the besieged Pontis Daemonis in the distance. The army within will rain down death on the gateway fortress into the Dominion as it did in Arkaim. 

    The question is what they should do now. 

   





 Chapter 136 - Divine Intervention 

      

      

    Rolan stands ill at ease in front of the champions of the gods. All of them are gathered in the monumental main hall of Alkupera's sanctum to listen to a speech from the Lord Creator himself. The dozen or so highest-ranking Chosen Knights make up the first row. Behind them stand the almost one hundred champions, envoys, and those still in training. Toward the back of the hall are the squad leaders of the Electi, present despite the ongoing prison break in the lower levels. 

    His comrades are beside him, their rather shabby clothes and equipment standing in stark contrast to that of the empire's elite soldiers. Rolan takes solace in the fact that among the Chosen Knights are several individuals whose outfits appear to hint at humble backgrounds, too. 

    One of them especially catches his eye, as even his behavior stands out among the others. It's a man clad in mismatched armor pieces, with plenty of dents and scratches that reveal the cheap material underneath the rust-like brown paint covering it all. The close helmet even has a large indentation on its side that should feel uncomfortable to the wearer. 

    All of it appears to have been scavenged from battlefields rather than bought piece by piece with the little money he made in whatever line of work he pursued before becoming a champion of the gods. Still, he stands among the highest-ranking Chosen Knights now, a living reminder that the gods don't discriminate in selecting talent. 

    "When's the Lord Creator coming?" He's also the only one complaining about having to wait for Alkupera to make his appearance. 

    "Silence, Folke." A man with short blond hair and a slender build chastises the former in a severe tone. The Chosen Knight in a suit of blue plate armor is the very image of a refined noble with a straight-laced personality. 

    "Or what? I'll be punished?" The mercenary-looking Chosen Knight named Folke asks with a shrug that causes metal to scrape against metal. It garners him the glares of many other champions. "You should get that stick up your ass checked out, Colart." 

    Rolan suppresses the urge to chuckle at the banter between the two knights. They couldn't be more different, but he can tell that they've known each other for a long time. The fact that the model knight Colart only closes his eyes and sniffs disdainfully instead of challenging Folke's insult is a sign of their strange but close relationship. 

    Suddenly, the sound of a massive explosion echoes through the halls. A moment later, the entire sanctum shakes as if a giant struck it with a hammer. Rolan maintains his balance and braces Runa. 

    "What's happening?" 

    "Are we under attack?" 

    "Was it the prisoners?" 

    Confused voices among the Electi grow louder at the unprecedented situation. But when the ground under their feet begins to tilt, everybody realizes that the sanctum must have been hit very hard. Like a ship taking on water, it begins to list in one direction, causing some to lose their footing on the slippery stone floor. 

    "Where is the Lord Creator?" 

    "Orthum, give us your guidance!" 

    Losing heart, the empire soldiers fall into disarray despite being their absolute elite. The champions regard them with contempt, especially those who came from the Empire of Terminus. They must feel ashamed for their compatriots' weak-hearted behavior. 

    Then, a mighty thunderclap roars through the giant hall, echoing against its marble walls. Moments later, the sanctum smoothly returns to a horizontal alignment. The Electi murmur among themselves, their confusion still not settled despite everything seemingly going back to normal. 

    The massive doors behind the podium open, and a man in a sleek white leather coat emerges. An almost tangible air of superiority surrounds him as he walks into the hall with his cold blue eyes fixated at nothing in particular. His long blond hair sways with every measured step he takes toward the front of the platform. 

    Everybody's eyes are glued to him to the point they don't even realize the other people following him. But when they do, everybody stands at perfect attention. Rolan and his comrades do the same, understanding that this is the moment they have been waiting for. 

    "What a shameful display!" The blond man declares. Despite not visibly raising his voice, it thunders across everybody's heads, causing many of them to flinch. "For the elites of Terminus to lose heart over something so trivial. You lack discipline!" 

    He is the Lord of the Sky, known as Taivass in the kingdom, and Kael in the empire - the paramount god who holds absolute control over all of Mundia's weather. His presence is so overbearing that nobody dares to move a muscle until he allows them to with a gesture of his hand. 

    Rolan glances past Taivass toward the almost frivolously smiling Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow. She appears to be exceptionally happy about something despite the circumstances. On the other hand, Alkupera looks decidedly annoyed and grumbles to himself while stroking his beard. 

    On Framtith's left side is a young boy wearing a white hooded gambeson-looking outfit with blue accents. He has snow-white skin and translucent blue hair reminiscent of glacial ice. His upturned eyes and deep frown give him a pessimistic-looking mien as if the only thing he feels is cynicism. 

    As if to contrast him in every way, a girl in red stands on Alkupera's right. Combed-back flaming red hair and eyes, as well as a self-assured grin, are evidence of her fiery temperament. She appears to be wearing a glittering bodysuit covered in rubies, but upon closer inspection, the red minerals seem to grow from her very skin. 

    If they stand on equal grounds with Framtith and Alkupera, these two children must be the gods of ice and fire. Rimfryst, Winter's Frost, and Leimu, Bearer of the Flame, two deities who hold a particular position in the Kingdom of Lares. Legend has it that Rimfryst's sanctum is located in the far north of Blereath, responsible for the birth of the frost giants and the deadly winters. Only a chain of Leimu's volcanoes across the continent hold the cold at bay and allow any life at all to exist on Blereath. 

    After meeting so many gods in person, Rolan begins to believe that all the legend about them may be real. Taivass and these two more than make up for what Framtith and Alkupera lack in divine presence. 

    But in his heart, he still harbors some doubts regarding the Guide of Tomorrow. He focuses his attention on Taivass to avoid giving away any of his thoughts on his face. Even now, he still fears that Framtith may be able to see through him when she looks into his eyes. 

    However, to everybody's surprise, Taivass steps aside and leaves the stage to Alkupera. The elderly-looking god glances at the Lord of the Sky with an almost nervous-looking expression then shifts his gaze to the humans in the hall. When he does so, the look on his face changes. 

    "A demon of the highest order has emerged to take their dead queen's place and attacked the sanctum in a cowardly act. But with the Lord of the Sky's intervention, it has been driven away." He announces in a firm but elated tone. Nobody dares to murmur during his dramatic pause, but Rolan can tell that others must be thinking the same thing he is; where did this demon of the highest order come from, and how is it still alive after facing Taivass? "I am sure that you will come face to face with this new champion in your conquest of the Dominion." 

    Still, not a single person reacts to his words. In their hearts, they must be worried about this new threat - one that has been able to touch a sanctum of the gods. If it's anything like Demon Queen Pelomyx, many lives will be lost to take it down. 

    "But think not of what lies in the far future. Before you is Pontis Daemonis. Your brethren are already besieging the fortress that your forefathers built. Help them retake the bridgehead to the Dominion." Alkupera continues, delivering the speech everybody gathered to hear in the first place. "Aiding you is the Chosen One, the hero of this age, Rolan Helt!" 

    The Lord Creator gestures at Rolan, who suppresses the urge to shrink back at being called out so suddenly. He glances up at Alkupera before stepping forward to present himself to the gathered. All eyes are on him, many with hopeful glints in them. But he can tell that not all feel sympathetic toward him; some appear indifferent, but others glare in obvious envy. 

    All champions had to go through many summers of training to reach their positions under their gods. However, Rolan is a nobody who hadn't been known to them until this very day. For him to suddenly become the hero of this age while skipping ahead of the others will surely earn him more animosity down the road. 

    "He has slain Demon Queen Pelomyx and will become a beacon of light, a pillar of steadfastness in humanity's righteous conquest of the Dominion." Alkupera continues, raising his arms in a grandiose gesture. His voice carries across the entire hall, its reverb lighting a fire in the hearts of the humans. "Support him at every turn, and you will be victorious! Go forth, defenders of humanity! Banish these dark creatures with your light!" 

    Rolan can't help but wonder. Alkupera is the Mage of the Beginning, the creator of all life in this world. However, none of the legends or scriptures mention who created demonkind. It doesn't appear to be the Betrayer, or it would have been explicitly written in the holy texts. It's one of the inconsistencies that come to the forefront of a doubting mind precisely because nobody ever talks about it. 

    Realizing that it's the end of the rousing speech, the Electi give three cheers of victory. Turning as one, they demonstrate the empire's famed discipline as if trying to redeem themselves from their disgrace earlier. With thunderous steps, they march out of the hall. The gods watch silently, seeing the soldiers off to the battlefield. 

    "I guess that means us as well." With a shrug, Folke turns around and steps out of the line of Chosen Knights. He's clearly different from the others in that he doesn't regard the authority of the gods. But Framtith appears to enjoy that rebellious attitude as she looks at his departing form with a smile. 

    "What are you waiting for?" Another Chosen Knight asks his peers in a booming voice. He's a towering man with a frame much like Gram's, but unlike the latter, he has long blond hair and tan skin. The form-fitting shirt he wears accentuates his muscular body, and the hairless chest visible under the deep cutout is perfectly chiseled like a statue's. "We should be heading out as well." 

    "Who made you leader, Isidor?" The slender female champion in a flowing dress next to him asks in a gruff tone. Her clothes may appear refined, but she wears an unladylike frown, and her lips are drawn up to reveal her white upper front teeth. With this, she looks like a thug in a noble's disguise, even though her fair skin is spotless and her wavy blonde hair is well-kept. 

    "Uhh, sister Cassia..." The champion named Isidor turns to the woman with an unexpectedly meek expression on his face. "Well, I thought-" 

    "You should leave the thinking to those better suited for it." Cassia interrupts him by delivering a kick to his calf. Her leg peeks out from within the folds of her dress for but a moment and already disappears from sight, but her high heels seem to be sharp blades. She then glances around once with an expression that suggests there's nothing to see here before walking away after Folke. 

    The towering man doesn't look hurt but scratches his head, at a loss for words. Finally, he follows her without paying attention to anybody else in the hall. Both of them are among the highest-ranking Chosen Knights, but their idiosyncratic behavior feels unsuitable for people of such high status. 

    Rolan turns to his companions and looks across their faces. Runa and Gram may have been fully healed by a light magic champion, but they were wounded in the battle not long ago. Sigurd's expression suggests that he wants no part in a protracted war. Hreidunn's bloodshot, reddened eyes show that she has cried all her tears over Vigdis's death. On the other hand, Leif's gaze is focused, but his hand clutches his staff so hard that his knuckles are turning white. 

    None of them look ready to go back out onto the battlefield, and he can't blame them for it. They went through a life and death experience not so long ago. It took them everything they had on a physical and spiritual level, and it cost them dearly in the end. 

    "Stay here. I'll go by myself." He says to his comrades in a tone that leaves no room for argument. When Runa tries to speak, he raises a hand to preempt her. "I will be fine." 

    With these words and the most reassuring smile he can muster under the current circumstances, Rolan turns away to follow the Chosen Knights and empire elites out of the hall. 

    "Wait, Rolan Helt." Framtith suddenly calls out to him. Her voice sounds amused, and when he looks up at her, she is indeed smiling almost sardonically. "Come with me. All of you." 

    The Guide of Tomorrow floats down from the elevated platform and gestures at a side exit with her staff. She then moves ahead, expecting the humans to follow her. Exchanging a glance with Runa, who is a champion under Alkupera rather than Framtith, he understands that they will have to listen to her regardless. She's a goddess, after all. 

    Framtith silently leads Rolan and his companions down a hallway with an incredibly tall ceiling. The sun is setting outside, but invisible light sources bathe their surroundings in soft brightness. Since boarding the sanctum, they haven't had much time to look at its interior. Now that they're led through it without anything else to focus on, they have an opportunity to appreciate the monumental architecture. 

    Even if Rolan has stinging doubts about the gods, their powers and achievements are undeniably real. No human being could ever make an island the size of Hovsgaerden fly in the sky. And not even ancient dwarven craftsmanship could replicate the majesty of this sanctum. 

    Soon, they reach a double-winged silver door with a relief depicting a battle between humans and giants. It's so rich in detail that they look like they could start moving at any moment. When Rolan puts his head back to look up, he finds a bearded man wearing a flaming crown and carrying a smith's hammer. 

    "Gulbrand?" Sigurd mutters upon recognizing the Lord of the Forge. He was the lord of Hovsgaerden during the Age of Frost when frost giants invaded the Slaettermark. He awakened to the powers of fire, and the legendary weapons he forged drove back the coldness. 

    Above Gulbrand is the depiction of the slender woman they saw in the hall only earlier. It's Leimu, Bearer of the Flame, spreading her arms as if giving the Lord of the Forge her blessing. It would mean that Gulbrand's powers were granted to him by the goddess of fire to beat back the frost giants, which are Rimfryst's creation. 

    With a wave of Framtith's hand, the massive door parts to reveal a dark room. As the Guide of Tomorrow floats inside, lights respond to her presence and bask the hall in their warm illumination. It reflects off of myriads of neatly-stored weapons and armors made from all kinds of metals. Silver helmets, brass breastplates, steel shields, and even swords that glitter golden fill the armory. 

    "You have lost many things in your struggle against the demon queen. You may take whatever you need." With a sweeping gesture of her staff, Framtith presents the armory to the hero and his comrades. The sight of all the doubtlessly enchanted and possibly even legendary weapons overwhelms their thoughts, and they can't even reply. 

    Rolan already has Roshanee, but his banged-up breastplate does indeed need replacing. Runa lost her staff in the castle among all the rubble and dead bodies. Gram's shield was cut in two, and the chainmail he used to wear was rendered useless. Sigurd, Hreidunn, and Leif still have all their equipment, but given the opportunity, they could upgrade their old and cheap gear. 

    Exchanging a glance with each other, and then with a look up at Framtith as if asking for final permission - which is promptly granted with a smile and a nod - the humans get to work. 

      

    Rolan and his comrades could never abandon their roots. Even when given the freedom of choice, they didn't deck themselves out in shiny weapons and armor. They only took what they were familiar with since they're about to head out to battle momentarily. Wearing armor one isn't used to moving in can spell one's downfall no matter how protective it may feel. And given that the empire soldiers have already left for the battlefield, they thought they shouldn't waste too much time browsing for new equipment. 

    The hero only replaced his breastplate with a simple new one with runic inscriptions in a language he doesn't understand. He also chose new arm and shin bracers, but as before, he maintains his mobility by not wearing any armor for his shoulders, upper arms, or thighs. 

    Gram chose a rectangular black shield called Immovable Tower. It's even larger than his original one and covers his whole body from neck to toe. The bulging top and bottom give it the shape of half of an hourglass when seen from the side, allowing it to stand on its own without support. Still, he makes it seem light by carrying it with one hand, but none of the others can even lift it off the ground. 

    Since his physical strength and stamina increased immensely after training under Chandra, he's now covered in thick plate armor instead of chainmail. But as before, he doesn't wear a helmet in favor of field of view. 

    As before, Runa doesn't wear any armor. She may be half-human, but elves have a natural aversion to metals and prefer light clothing. Her new wooden staff holds a ruby, sapphire, and diamond, which she uses as catalysts for her elemental magic. Not much has changed about her, but Rolan prefers it that way. 

    Sigurd upgraded his simple crossbow for one with a quick reloading mechanism crafted by dwarves. Aside from that, he still carries his old lute under his worn cloak, and his feathered hat sits comfortably askew on his dark blond hair. As with Runa, he doesn't look any different from before. 

    Hreidunn picked a new recurve bow and a larger quiver that holds twice as many finely crafted arrows as her old one could. As a ranger, she forgoes armor for mobility, so her outfit hasn't changed either. But the thumb ring and bracer on her left arm are both new, unexpected finds in this armory of the gods that truly hold every weapon and armor imaginable. 

    Finally, Leif only took the time to turn Vigdis's sapphire catalyst into a pendant. Other than that, he didn't change his staff or clothes and waited for the others with somber determination in his eyes. Rolan worries about the boy's state of mind after watching his sister die before his eyes earlier. 

    "Go forth, Chosen One. You and your companions will pave the way to a bright future." Framtith, who has been watching over them during their gearing-up, declares when they line up before her. Even though Rolan carries doubts about her in his heart, he's still able to maintain a respectful attitude toward the Guide of Tomorrow. 

    The leader turns to his companions with a meaningful look on his face. Runa, Gram, and Sigurd immediately understand that he wants them to stay out of battle if possible. However, Hreidunn and Leif's minds are elsewhere. Rolan suppresses the urge to sigh and decides that it's best to give them some more time. 

    "How will we get down from here?" Gram suddenly asks Framtith. He wasn't awake when they were brought up to the sanctum using one of its floating platforms, but he had an opportunity to look outside the windows. 

    "Stand here." The Guide of Tomorrow, mildly amused by the big man's question, points the bottom of her staff at the center of the armory. When they walk over, Rolan notices the circular floor tile pattern. "I wish you good fortune, humans." 

    The ground underneath them gives away with these words, and the circular platform begins to sink slowly. Gram holds onto his heavy shield and looks around in amazement. Then, it begins to move faster, and his expression freezes. 

    When the platform travels through the sanctum and leaves through a hole at its bottom, the big man shakes from terror at how high up in the sky they are. He looks up as if trying to avoid seeing the ground, but the sanctum growing distant doesn't help alleviate his fear of heights. 

    Part of the flying fortress appears to have crumbled away in the attack, leaving its shape lopsided. Luckily, it seems that the sanctum is no longer in danger of falling. 

    Rolan looks at the besieged fortress city of Pontis Daemonis. Magic and arrows fly both ways as the attackers and defenders fight tooth and nail for control over the walls. The gates have already been breached, but the gatehouses are crammed, and the humans aren't gaining a single step inside. It's a quagmire of a battle, even though the Electi and champions must have already joined. 

    Suddenly, Rolan hears the hint of a strange, low-pitched sound coming from the sanctum above. He looks up to see an object shoot out from the side facing inland. Without thinking, he puts his hand on Roshanee's hilt, and the world slows down. He knows that it's not the sword's power, but it still acts as a catalyst for him. 

    In this almost frozen world where arrows stand nearly still in the air, Rolan sees the cylindrical object that appears to have been ejected from Alkupera's sanctum. It's made of dark glass with a frame of metal, but the hero can see its contents due to his heightened senses. It makes his eyes go wide. 

    A red-skinned horned creature is inside the glass cylinder, suspended in a liquid. Its eyes are closed, and it appears to be sleeping. It doesn't look like it escaped on its own, but only the gods and some of their champions in training remain on the flying island. 

    Rolan can only burn the image into his memory as best as he can. Judging by the speed the object is moving at even inside the slowed world, it will be gone before he can direct his companions' awareness to it. 

    Once more, the hero is left with more questions about the gods. 

    He lets go of Roshanee, and the world returns to normal. The noises from the siege wash over him like a wave after the earlier momentary silence. His eyes follow the cylinder as it flies inland and disappears in the distance. Looking around, he finds that nobody else is looking in that direction, as if they didn't even see it. 

    "What is it?" Gram notices that the leader has turned away from the siege. He then gazes up at the flying island above. "It's breathtaking, right? To think we were on there only moments ago." 

    "Yeah, truly divine." Rolan replies with a wry smile. But unseen by anybody else, he's clenching his fist. Then, he turns around toward Pontis Daemonis while filing the doubts that plague him away for another time. He can't let anybody else know about these thoughts yet, even if they are his longtime companions. 

      

    "Are those Rolan and the others?" Hestia remarks with an incredulous gasp while peering out through the treeline toward Pontis Daemonis. She kept an eye on the sanctum of the gods in case somebody pursued them, but it continued to the besieged city before unloading its troops on them. On one landing platform, she has now spotted a group of people she has seen only once. 

    It was the first time she ever left the academy to go into town. That day, Chloe took her to meet her former travel companions in the guild in Kongenssoevn. If not for that fact, she would have forgotten all about these humans. 

    With her superior eyesight, Hestia spots the towering man carrying a massive black shield. Beside Rolan is his blonde half-elf girlfriend, and the feathered hat belongs to the bard. The tall woman next to them is the ranger, and the boy in red is the fire mage. Only the water mage is missing. 

    "They were in Ajurai with me. Why are they here?" Kamii wonders when Hestia explains what she saw and glances up at the sanctum above. 

    Suddenly, something shoots out of the flying island's underside. Kamii's eyes widen, then she turns to Hestia and grabs her arm with her free hand. 

    "Look up!" She uses her crab pincer to point at the incredibly fast-traveling object that only appears like a blur. 

    The fallen angel doesn't question the little dark elf's intentions. She focuses her crimson eyes on the black object and follows the projectile with her eyes as best as she can until it flies above them and becomes obscured by the trees. 

    "I couldn't see too well because it was very fast, but it was glass and metal." Hestia explains while turning to the little dark elf. "Do you know anything about it?" 

    "No. But I have a bad feeling about it." Kamii replies with a thoughtful look across the gathered. "We should go." 

    "What about Pontis Daemonis?" Dregana asks while peering at the distant besieged city. It's bound to fall if the gods become involved, but she doesn't feel comfortable abandoning the demons defending it. 

    "There's nothing we can do." Senka preempts Hestia in making this coldhearted verdict. The fallen angel has become increasingly selfish and calculating since she has been corrupted. The only thing she cares about is her own safety until reuniting with Makoto. "The city is lost." 

    As if to prove the doll girl's words, lightning strikes near the south gate where Iruzas is stationed. Regardless of whether it was called down by a Chosen Knight or the Lord of the Sky himself, if its target was a living being, it couldn't have survived. 

    "W-we should h-head for Orug." Daica suggests, causing everybody to stare at her in astonishment. "W-what?" 

    "Where is this Orug?" Kamii asks, skeptical about her sister's knowledge about the Dominion. They haven't had time to catch up on what happened since they were separated, but she knows that Daica must have been in Arkaim for a while. 

    "A-about eighty leagues w-west from here." The big dark elf looks at the sanctum looming over Pontis Daemonis, then in the direction of the sunset beyond the trees. All they can see from underneath the dense canopy are some glimpses of the red sky, but it's enough for them to tell the general direction. "T-there's a road through the f-forest north from here. A-although I suggest we t-take a detour by the s-southern road." 

    Kamii watches her little sister show her dependable side with a warm smile. In the time she has been in Arkaim, Daica not only acquired equipment to join the fighting but also learned the lay of the land. 

    "What kind of city is Orug?" Senka asks with a skeptical expression and a glance at the besieging force assaulting the seaside fortress. It's doubtful that any single city will be able to withstand this onslaught of sheer numbers. The Dominion will have to gather all of its troops, but only the queen can do that. And according to Kamii's conjecture, that queen may no longer be alive. 

    "I-it's the c-capital of the Suhra clan. T-they're strong w-warriors." The big dark elf doesn't miss the implication in Senka's question. Even if the Suhra clan is powerful and numerous, they can't hope to stand against the Alliance army on its own. 

    Everybody understands that they will only go to Orug to supply themselves for the journey back to Arkaim rather than to help them. They can't even help Pontis Daemonis, a fortress manned to withstand the first strike of an Alliance invasion, so they won't be of much use in any other city. 

    Hestia looks back at the besieged seaside fortress and tries to find Rolan and his party. But they have most likely joined the battle and disappeared into the mass of people. Chloe's human friends becoming enemies of the Dominion wasn't entirely unexpected, but to see them here is a surprise. When Chloe is back from space, she will want to know about that. 

    The fallen angel turns away, pitying the demons who will doubtlessly fall while defending their homeland. But she's also glad that she left before the champions of the gods joined the battle. She notices that Kamii is still rooted in place, staring at the flying island above the burning fortress. 

    "Do you believe in gods, Hestia?" The little dark elf asks. She's staring at the sanctum, specifically the place damaged by the massive explosion she and her sister's sabotage caused. The crumbled part that should have revealed pipes and machinery appears to have been covered up by stone. Even if it's flying using a huge catalyst operated by enslaved mindless humans and demons, the gods still possess unfathomable powers. 

    Yet, she knows that buried underneath the divine façade of the gods who aid the humans lies an ugly truth. And she will dig it out with her cursed arm if she has to.

  


   
    Chapter 137 - On Foreign Shores 

      

      

    "Into the breach!" Somebody, presumably a captain leading at the front, screams across the battlefield. The breach he refers to is the gate to the main keep of Pontis Daemonis, which has been smashed open by the massive siege ram the Alliance assembled on site. 

    The soldiers, who are predominantly conscripted peasants from the Empire of Terminus, rush into the gate even while their allies are cut down by the demons waiting on the other side. Ladders and the troops climbing them are pushed off the crenellations, and spells explode among the densely packed humans at their base. 

    Mages among humans are relatively scarce compared to demons. There are barely enough of them to protect the siege weapons with counterspells, so they can't also defend the troops. While the regular soldiers die to enemy arrows and magic, the highest-ranking Chosen Knights are being kept back by the high command. 

    Rolan feels that something is wrong with this picture. Why are the most powerful assets of the Alliance army not being sent forward to minimize casualties? In fact, Prince Tiberius, Fifth Prince of Terminus and the commander of the Alliance army's vanguard, specifically ordered Rolan and his party to stay near the command tent as well. 

    Despite being the Chosen One, he and his comrades are still guests within the Alliance army. They neither hold any ranks nor were they conscripted, so they can't make any demands. But at the same time, they can't refuse the orders of royalty either. 

    But it would appear that some Chosen Knights have other ideas. Among them is Isidor, the Unassailable Knight, who they met inside the sanctum earlier. He's facing the four-legged demon with the gigantic ax that has cleaved many human soldiers at the east gate. 

    Every attack from the monstrous beast could cut through steel armor as if it were paper, but Isidor catches the ax with his palms repeatedly as if to show off. At this point, the soldiers around him have cleaned up the remaining demon defenders outside the main keep and are forming a large circle around the two fighters at their center to watch the duel. 

    Near the south gate where Halthor, the Thundering Knight, came down from the sky, the battle is surprisingly still ongoing as well. According to periodic reports to Tiberius's command center, one demon holds his own against the Lord of the Sky's Chosen Knight. 

    Lower-ranking champions led the first strike into the first ring of the fortress. However, aside from the two still fighting, all others have been recalled as if to preserve their strength. Instead, the lives of regular soldiers are thrown away to overcome the deeply entrenched demons in the main keep. 

    "Please, let us help, Your Highness." When the demons repel another push, Rolan can't take it anymore and turns to speak to the young prince on the elevated platform behind him. 

    "You mustn't. You have been chosen by the gods as a symbol of humanity's promised victory against the foul demons." Prince Tiberius responds in a calm tone. As a direct descendant of Taivass himself, the imperial family is born with a regal bearing. His demeanor indeed embodies that divine heritage. "Our forces fight with greater vigor knowing that you are with us." 

    Rolan understands that if he were to be wounded or even killed here, morale would plummet. But he has to hold himself back from saying that he fought Demon Queen Pelomyx to a standstill by himself even before the gods appeared to help him. Going by the power scale in his head based on what he heard from Chandra, not many demons could match him at this point. 

    "Then at least let us join the battle, Your Highness." Leif suddenly speaks up, causing his comrades to turn and stare at him. His dark eyes show that he would do anything for revenge. Hreidunn doesn't look much better but has herself under control before the prince of another nation. But that she doesn't reprimand her nephew for speaking out of turn is evidence of her similar mental state. 

    "How could I let the hero's comrades face danger like this? You shall get your turn soon enough." Waving Leif's request off with one hand, Prince Tiberius at least concedes that they won't be used solely as figureheads. 

    Rolan turns back around to the battle for the main keep, where the bodies are piling up under the wall. Even then, the Alliance soldiers are fighting with all they have, as if guided by holy zeal. The sanctum of the gods has since departed, a sign that the rest is up to humanity's own efforts. 

    Suddenly, cheering comes from the direction of the battle between Isidor and the giant demon. It's clear from their voices what happened, but Rolan feels compelled to see for himself. The Unassailable Knight appears to have wrestled the massive ax out of his opponent's hand and cleaved his skull in two with it. The felled monster is lying unmoving on the ground, and Isidor climbs on top of him as if claiming a mountaintop. 

    Shaking his head and averting his gaze, he looks back at the gate to the keep, where the army appears to have achieved a breakthrough. Witnessing their massive commander's defeat must have caused the demons' morale to plummet and created a temporary gap in their defenses. It's only a matter of time before the keep will be completely overrun. 

    As if the first defeat is causing a chain reaction, very distant cheering is carried to their ears by the ocean winds. Rolan looks out to the sea and finds that the colossal sea monster terrorizing the arriving ships is nowhere to be seen. Instead, an incredible amount of dark blood is spreading on the water's surface, evidence for the beast's demise. 

    Rolan puts a hand on Roshanee and gets a closer look at the largest ship with his enhanced eyesight. On its bowsprit stands a man wielding an incredibly long lance, and impaled halfway onto it appears to be a squid. Then the hero realizes that it's a female demon with tentacles for legs. She must be the one who controlled the sea monster. 

    With that obstacle out of the way, the rest of the army will be able to land on Dominion soil unhindered. Ships carrying horses and supplies will soon reach the shore, and the fabled non-human members of the Alliance may make their entrance. Rolan has already met elves and dwarves in the Kingdom of Lares, but maybe he can finally see giants or dragonkins. 

    He catches himself having such idle thoughts when people are dying before his very eyes while he could do something about it. Grinding his teeth, he watches over the siege of the main keep once more. 

    It would appear that the death of the demon commanding the sea monster has reached the defenders' ears because a collective cry runs through their ranks. Magic of every element explodes in every direction with no regard for self-preservation as the demons throw themselves into the battle with rage and sorrow. 

    "What is happening?" Prince Tiberius inquires in surprise, his calm countenance slipping for the first time. Humans are beaten back by the defenders all across the battlements, and a massive fiery explosion bursts through the gatehouse. Maybe the squid-legged woman was somebody important to them. 

    "I shall go." Isidor the Unassailable Knight approaches in all of his shirtless glory, not a single wound on his tan skin even after fighting such a powerful opponent. 

    "No, leave this to the Electi. They can handle it." Even when a Chosen Knight offers to help in what appears to be a dangerous situation, Prince Tiberius still denies his involvement. 

    "Maybe he wants the regular people to be the ones who herald the new era by taking the keep." Runa whispers to Rolan. He believes that this may be giving the prince too much credit seeing that it was the Chosen Knights who removed the largest obstacles to the siege. 

    "Evidently, the Electi cannot handle it." Undeterred by the refusal of his offer, Isidor tilts his head back with a grin. Then his expression freezes over, and he almost glares at the fifth prince. "I was merely reporting my intentions, not asking for permission." 

    Without waiting for an answer, the Unassailable Knight walks away toward the keep. Rolan finds that Prince Tiberius's jaw is tensed as if he's refraining from shouting something after the towering Chosen Knight. Perhaps Runa's assessment wasn't that far off; the prince clearly has a reason for keeping back those who could end the battle quickly. 

    With Isidor, the one who single-handedly took down the massive demon guarding the east gate, joining the final push, it should be over soon. However, the lightning exploding from the direction of the south gate is a reason for worry. The fact that the Thundering Knight is still fighting shows that his opponent is on a different level from all the other demons here. 

    A cheer rings out from the direction of his battle, causing Rolan to furrow his brow. Could it have ended right when he thought about it? Maybe he's simply paranoid about the gods and his own role in all of this. 

    The ground in front of the command platform suddenly bursts open. From within the explosion of dirt, a chitinous creature springs forth. Despite its humanoid form, it's unnaturally lanky and covered in a shiny exoskeleton. Insect-like eyes under a constant frown make it impossible to tell where it's looking. Still, the fact that it appeared here means it's aiming for the commander. 

    "For Lady Cadrienna!" In a hiss-like voice, the insect demon pulls an oversized steel cleaver out of the hole he emerged from and charges forward. 

    Before he completes two steps, his head cleanly separates from his neck, cut by an invisible blade. Even then, as if driven by a will that has permeated his very body, the headless demon takes another step and throws his weapon. It flies up at Prince Tiberius, who can only stare with big round eyes. 

    Rolan is slow in reacting but reaches for Roshanee. However, at that moment, the massive cleaver hits something invisible in midair and bounces off with a loud metallic clang. The demon, already unable to witness what became of his last-ditch effort, falls on the ground and twitches in his death throes. 

    The space next to where the demon was beheaded is drawn aside like a curtain, and the Chosen Knight, who looks the least like an upstanding person among the champions, emerges from behind it. It's Folke, the Mirage Knight, whose mismatched armor pieces would lead people to mistake him for a mercenary rather than a warrior chosen by the gods. 

    From the other side of the elevated platform appears Colart, the Knight of the Iron Veil. He steps forward and sheathes his rapier, looking down at the cleaver now stuck in the ground at the bottom of the wooden stairs. His gaze is cold and emotionless, but Rolan can sense a hint of pity in it. 

    In a burst of lightning, Halthor impacts the ground a few steps behind Folke and stares at the beheaded demon lying in the dirt. He shoots the Mirage Knight a glare, then lets his gaze sweep across the others standing around the platform before stopping on Prince Tiberius. 

    "Apologizes, Your Highness. He slipped through my fingers by shedding his skin." Halthor explains in a tone that doesn't sound like he's apologizing. 

    "Y-you did well, Thundering Knight." The prince regains his composure and praises Halthor. "Who was this assassin?" 

    "He was the commander of the south gate, Iruzas." The Chosen Knight answers, his glance at Folke suggesting that he loathes the way this insect-like demon died here. The Mirage Knight's helmet makes it impossible to tell his expression, but the shrug accompanied by the scraping of his rust-colored armor is telling enough. 

    Rolan knows from Runa that Halthor was her fellow student at the Royal Academy who studied there for a few summers before she enrolled. Both his magic abilities and physical prowess are top-class among the champions of the gods. Therefore, the fact that Iruzas could fight him for this long and even slip past him shows how powerful the demon was. 

    Yet, Folke beheaded him with a single strike while invisible, and Colart's yet unknown magic effortlessly blocked the giant cleaver thrown with all of his strength. As two of the one dozen highest-level Chosen Knights, they have shown their superiority. 

    "Follow Lord Isidor! Take the keep!" The voice of the captain who shouted earlier reaches them and disperses the tense atmosphere between the champions. The Alliance soldiers stream through the gate unhindered now that the Unassailable Knight has taken out the defenders on the other side. 

    Moments later, the defenders on the wall are pincered by soldiers climbing the ladders and enemies coming at them from behind. This marks the fall of Pontis Daemonis's main keep, and with it, the entire city. 

    "Your Highness, the emperor has arrived." A soldier walks up to the bottom of the platform and informs Prince Tiberius. Rolan looks at the fifth prince's reaction and finds that he's smiling confidently. That's when he realizes why he held back as many of the Chosen Knights as he could. This way, he can brag to his father that he took the fortress with his strategic skill rather than solely relying on the champions, which can be seen as extensions of the gods. 

    Disgust wells up in Rolan, but he suppresses the urge to speak out about it. Instead, he looks at Runa, who returns his gaze with a questioning tilt of her head. It brings a smile to his face, which in turn causes her to furrow her brow, thinking that he must be considering something rude. 

    Putting an arm around her shoulder, Rolan looks ahead as the sounds of battle quickly disappear and are replaced by cheers running through the ranks of the besiegers. Pontis Daemonis is back in Alliance hands. 

      

    "Tell Us again the losses we sustained in today's siege." Lucianus V, Emperor of Terminus, orders the vice-commander serving under Prince Tiberius during the siege of Pontis Daemonis. Despite sitting down on the golden throne he brought with him across the ocean, his stature and physique are still quite imposing. His very presence exudes authority, and it leaves no doubts about his divine ancestry. 

    The old veteran General Alanis, aide to Prince Tiberius and vice-commander of the vanguard, stands tall, knowing that he has nothing to fear. It's clear that the emperor's displeasure is directed at none other than his fifth son, who stares at the floor with a frozen expression. 

    Rolan's party and most higher-ranking Chosen Knights stand in the main hall of Pontis Daemonis's keep, attending the meeting Emperor Lucianus V called after the fortress was captured. It seems that they're either here as witnesses or to see how the emperor of Terminus praises good work and punishes misdeeds. 

    "Over forty thousand soldiers dead. Nearly seventy thousand wounded, many of whom may not survive the night." Alanis repeats himself, as per the emperor's orders, trying to sound as level-headed as possible. Still, it's apparent that he's furious about these avoidable losses. "Nearly a thousand Electi have fallen; two hundred are in critical condition. Fifty-two fire mages, seventeen wind mages, nine earth mages, and six water mages were killed." 

    "Those losses are to be expected when taking Pontis Daemonis, father! I did my best to make-" Tiberius steps forward and tries to justify himself. Emperor Lucianus V closes his eyes and breathes in deeply. Then he opens them slowly, causing his son to swallow his intended next words. 

    "Boy." The emperor's deep voice reverberates throughout the entire hall even though he barely raised his voice. Everybody can see from this that he has the blood of the Lord of the Sky flowing through his veins. "We gave you command over the vanguard and placed General Alanis by your side because We thought you lacked ability and would let him make the decisions while taking credit for it afterward." 

    Prince Tiberius's mouth flaps open and closed, but he can't bring himself to speak up against his father. Alanis stands by with a neutral expression, not wanting to get between the two. He's an old soldier who knows when it's appropriate to express his opinion. 

    "It was Our mistake. We relieve you of command of the vanguard. Go home, boy." Emperor Lucianus V declares with a dismissing wave of his hand. He then turns to Rolan to change the subject, asserting that he has made his decision and nothing will change it now. "Welcome to the Alliance, Chosen One. We hope you are not tired." 

    "Thank you, Your Majesty." Rolan nods his head and feels several glares on him, mainly coming from the court officials watching from the gallery. He must have broken etiquette by not kneeling, but the emperor doesn't seem to mind. "We didn't join the battle at all, so we're well-rested." 

    Cassia snorts at Rolan's thinly-veiled jab at Prince Tiberius. Folke snickers, his voice sounding tinny due to him still wearing his armor even before the Emperor of Terminus. Most other Chosen Knights remain quiet, but smirks appear on some of their faces. 

    "Then you will be glad to hear that you will be departing with the vanguard at dawn." Emperor Lucianus V declares with a smile that makes him appear much more approachable. But the contents of his words and their implications are less so. 

    "As you wish, Your Majesty." Bowing his head again, lower than before this time, Rolan doesn't let his feelings show on his face. Something tugs at the back of his mind at how easily he accepts this situation, but even if he felt the need to address that issue, now isn't the best time. 

    His companions remain silent as well, doubtlessly thinking their part about this war. He can tell that Leif's mind is filled with nothing but hatred and the will for revenge. Hreidunn isn't much better off, albeit she takes it with the more mature outlook of a person who has seen her loved ones die before. Before the end of this, somebody is bound to break. 

    Hopefully, it won't be Rolan himself. 

      

    Throughout the night, Alliance troops continue to land on the shores of the Dominion. Massive camps have been erected around Pontis Daemonis and along the entire beach as far as the eyes can see. Previous expeditions have reached the lofty number of a million before, but this may surpass even those. It seems that the Alliance has sent everything they have to end the war against demonkind once and for all. 

    When dawn breaks and Rolan gets up from his bed without sleeping for even a moment, he finds that the vanguard has already formed up on the field outside the fortress. Looking back into the room, he sees that Leif and Gram are both awake as well, while Runa's expression suggests she's having a nightmare. The leader wakes her up softly, and she opens her eyes calmly as if she's aware that everything she saw until now has been but an uncomfortable dream. 

    Rolan and his party were graciously granted quarters inside the main keep, sleeping on freshly-cleaned beds that formerly belonged to high-ranking members of the demon garrison. But even the silence of the stone walls and wooden shutters didn't contribute to granting them rest after what they went through only the day before. 

    Vigdis is dead, and her remains are preserved in Alkupera's sanctum. If it didn't sink in before, her absence from their room drives home that what happened yesterday was real. Once this war is over, they will return to the Kingdom of Lares and bury her in her hometown of Laresleid. 

    Wordlessly, the party prepares for their departure. They're used to traveling light, and this time, they don't even have to worry about provisions as everything will be provided by the Alliance army. But it would seem that silence only weighs heavily on everybody's minds as their thoughts spiral back to their fight against Queen Pelomyx and the loss they suffered. 

    Suddenly, Sigurd strums his lute and lifts the heavy blanket of silence. He doesn't speak and merely plays the Sound of Departure, a tune they heard many times before on the days they went into the Lost Tombs. As if the music is infused with magic, everybody's spirits are lifted ever so slightly. 

    "Let's go. We can't keep the army waiting for us." Rolan smiles wryly and grips Roshanee's hilt. His companions look up at him with determined expressions, but Leif averts his eyes. He stares at the empty bed beside him; it wasn't on purpose, but they were given a room with one bed too many. They will need to take care during their journey not to reopen this wound. 

    The party heads out toward the staging grounds, joined by some of the champions who stayed in the same wing they did. Among them is Cassia, who looks grumpy first thing in the morning. 

    Her brother is already outside rallying the troops, enjoying a great rapport whenever he as much as raises a fist to the sky. His display of power in the siege yesterday has spread his name far and wide. 

    On the other hand, his sister hates the spotlight and stays with the other Chosen Knights near the command tent. Because Prince Tiberius held them in reserve, the few who did fight stand out even more now. 

    But of course, Rolan and his party are called onto an elevated platform where the commanding officers are gathered. Before them stands an army numbering over a hundred thousand, and all their eyes are on the hero and his companions. They're introduced to the army, eliciting thunderous cheers. Having the Chosen One, the hero of this age, among them is boosting their morale sky-high. 

    Soon after, they're seated on a large carriage drawn by six powerful empire horses. Even though none of them mentioned anything, the new commander of the vanguard, Fourth Prince Hector, must have learned from somewhere that they don't know how to ride horses. 

    Thus, the vanguard army departs from the camps in a broad, arrow-shaped formation toward the next city. During the earlier meeting, Rolan learned that it's the walled city of Orug, which is no less fortified than Pontis Daemonis. But this time, the champions will be sent into the battle from the start. 

    Steeling his heart, the hero suppresses the feeling of doubt that keeps welling up. That is, why he is still letting himself get swept along in this unjust war. It's not that he enjoys being celebrated as a hero, especially since he doesn't consider killing the demon queen a heroic deed. Still, something keeps compelling him to move forward. 

    Rolan looks at Runa, who clasps her staff and looks straight ahead. Her expression is stoic, but he can tell that she must be worried about something as well. The same goes for Gram, who lay awake last night the same way Leif did, though most likely for a different reason. If the leader had to guess, it's because the big man was unable to protect Vigdis when his entire life philosophy is to be the shield of the group. 

    For now, he can't say anything to help them since the wound is still so fresh - even for him. But they will have to resolve this soon before it eats away at them and dulls their attention in battle. 

    None of them would be able to go on if another comrade died in this unjust war.

  


   
    Chapter 138 - Wake Of Destruction 

      

      

    Orug is a dingy-looking but sprawling city with strangely crude but deceptively sturdy walls surrounded by vast fields. Although the tall crops appear to be ready for harvest, not a single farmer is to be seen, and an eerie silence surrounds the Suhra clan's capital. 

    Senka, Daica, Kamii, Hestia, and Dregana walk down the broad main road toward the closed east gate, peering across the empty walls with worry. There are no signs of a recent battle, and even if the city has been warned of the impending human invasion, there should be guards on the lookout. 

    "Act normal." Senka suddenly mutters, causing everybody to shoot her a glance. "They're in the fields." 

    Only the sound of the wind brushing through the crops reaches Kamii's ears, but her nose picks up a bestial smell from her surroundings. She thought it was the fertilizers used for the fields, but it's different from the stench of manure. The suhra must be preparing an ambush for the approaching Alliance army. 

    Owing to their decidedly inhuman appearance, the group of five is let through without an issue. When they reach the gate, Senka looks up at the gatehouse, then exchanges a glance with the others. 

    "Let us in, please." Kamii knocks on the gate with her crab pincer and calls upward into the murder holes. "We come from Pontis Daemonis. It came under siege when we left." 

    Judging by the state it was in when it disappeared from their sight as they walked away, the seaside fortress should have fallen by the end of the day. But surely, messengers brought this to Orug before they arrived, or their troops wouldn't be out in the fields in preparation for battle. 

    "Identify yaselves!" A boar-like face appears in one of the holes above the gate and grunts. It's a suhra, the demon clan consisting of humanoid boars with large tusks and bristly hair. Their members generally grow to be as tall as humans and are naturally muscular. This particular individual is dark-skinned and appears to be quite old. 

    "I am Hestia, lover of Princess Chaos." Before Kamii can respond, the fallen angel declares in a voice that echoes in everybody's ears. It's the unique ability of Fatas and gives her an air of authority despite their weaker position in this situation. 

    Everybody in the Dominion knows Chaos, daughter of Queen Pelomyx and heir to the throne. But whether they believe that this black-winged girl standing at their gates is her lover is a different matter. The suhra's expression is clearly filled with skepticism. 

    "What she was trying to say is that we're Princess Chaos's ardent fans." Senka jumps in to relativize Hestia's self-assured statement. "We saw the approaching Alliance army, so we escaped here to run from the war." 

    The doll girl knows the psychology behind people in a position of power. They are wary of anything that could challenge their authority but easily let down their guard before those who appear weak. As far as she understands it after witnessing life in the Dominion, demons are generally friendly toward those who pose no threat to them. 

    The suhra looking through the murder hole disappears, and muffled voices reach their ears. Then the gate creaks open just enough for one person to enter at a time. 

    Wordlessly, the party of five walks through the crack and finds itself surrounded by two dozen suhra soldiers pointing their spears at them. Members of the Suhra clan don't wear heavy armor even in war. The only protection they're willing to carry into battle is round shields barely large enough to cover their chests. 

    The girls understand the reason for that seemingly suicidal tradition. Every last warrior is covered in scars that would have meant death for humans. Their thick hides may not be comparable to the natural armor of the Petsobek or even the Ajura's supernatural sturdiness, but it offers them enough protection to survive what would be life-threatening wounds for lesser beings. The multitude of scars shows that they went through grueling combat and lived to fight again. It signals their martial prowess and is an intimidation tactic. 

    "Pontis Daemonis fell two days ago." A suhra, who must be the guard captain, walks up to them with suspicion in his eyes. Dregana closes her eyes to honor the demons who fell in Pontis Daemonis but is pulled back out of her moment of silence by the guard captain's following words. "Ya could be human spies." 

    "You would accuse me of being a human?" Hestia spreads her black wings and glares at the boar demon. Winged demons are very common, but not a single one of them has feathered wings in addition to regular arms. As if dictated by the gods themselves, that right is reserved to Fatas alone. However, this is the first time anybody has seen a black-winged Fata. 

    "That ain't paint, eh?" A suhra warrior approaches from behind the captain and asks. He is suntanned from a life on the road and has a rugged snout that shows the scars of many battles. A bristly red mohawk stands upright on his otherwise clean-shaven head. His leather jacket has many pockets and sheaths for the plethora of weapons in his arsenal. 

    Even though the Suhra clan's army has no uniforms to speak of, he's still clearly distinguishable from the soldiers surrounding them. 

    "Terog! Why are you still here?" The guard captain addresses his fellow boar demon with unexpected reverence despite his choice of words. 

    "I heard mention of the princess?" Scratching his chin, the suhra named Terog scrutinizes the suspicious party. 

    "This one claims to be her lover." Pointing at Hestia, the guard captain explains with a furrowed brow and snorts. It could be a natural sound for the boar demons or an expression of disdain, but the fallen angel won't have it either way. 

    "I do not need to rely on the authority of the princess to get what I want." Hestia's voice reverberates through the air, and her crimson eyes begin to glow. Darkness appears to spread around her and cover the brightness of the midday sun. Her overwhelming presence causes even the hardened suhra soldiers to flinch. "We are on our way to Arkaim and only came here to acquire provisions for the journey. Once we have obtained them, we will leave." 

    When she finishes speaking, the pressure surrounding her disappears again, and her form seemingly shrinks back to match her actual height. Even her companions are surprised by this uncanny ability of hers. 

    "I've seen that one in Fatas before." Terog is the only one who doesn't seem intimidated. "Just not in black, like your wings." 

    Upon hearing that, the surrounding soldiers bring their spears closer toward them. Despite being otherwise fearless warriors, anxiety creeps into their features at the mention of a Fata in their midst. They know how powerful the winged heralds of the human gods can be, especially against demons without any magic. 

    "I am the first of my kind with completely black feathers. It was Princess Chaos herself who bestowed this blessing on me." With a firm and resolved voice, Hestia declares with a hand over her heart. It's an unmistakable gesture of reverence, which causes the suhra to exchange confused glances with each other. Knowing the proud Fata, they would never be seen praising demons, not even to deceive an enemy. 

    "What about ya companions?" Terog shifts his gaze to the others one by one. It stops on Senka longer than on anybody else, thinking her appearance the strangest among them. Even the crab pincer and the voluptuous dark elf don't catch his attention as much. 

    "We're all with Chaos." Kamii steps forward and replies in a matter-of-fact tone. She ignores the weapons pointed at her and stares straight into Terog's eyes. Suhra are known to be ferocious warriors, but this girl who barely reaches up to her counterpart's chest has the courage to stare down one of their leaders. 

    "And where is the princess?" Leaning in on the little dark elf, Terog asks in a sarcastic tone. 

    Before anybody can react, Kamii's crab pincer is already around the suhra's neck, clamping down on it just enough to make her strength known. However, the little dark elf is surprised to find a dagger at her throat. In the split second when she moved, he equalized their positions. 

    Daica's eyes are widened in shock, and she stares at her sister's back nervously. The soldiers surrounding them do the same, prepared for bloodshed if either side makes a move. 

    "Impressive." With a nervous chuckle, Terog compliments Kamii. He knows that even if he cuts her throat, the pincer will crush his neck in return. And on their side is a Fata who surely knows healing magic, while his compatriots won't be able to save his life. Pulling the dagger back and raising his hands, the suhra warrior surrenders. 

    "I heard you value honor." Loosening her grip, Kamii lowers her cursed arm. "Let us buy provisions and be on our way." 

    "I like ya style." Terog rubs his neck and grins, revealing the roots of his tusks. He then waves his hands at the soldiers. "Give 'em some space." 

    Following the order, the soldiers gingerly lower their weapons and step back. The guard captain looks at Kamii with respect in his gaze. However, he does appear to be unhappy about Terog seemingly taking over his position. 

    "My name's Terog, son of Cagan. I'm a Wanderer." Finally, the warrior introduces himself properly. Wanderers are titles for demons who leave their clans to pursue might, riches, or knowledge and return to share it with their people. Most clans regard their Wanderers with great respect, and the suhra seem to view Terog no differently. "I'll show ya a place to get provisions. The market's closed - what with the impending siege - and the civilians are in their homes. Not that we got many of those." 

    "Thank you." Kamii nods before introducing herself and her companions one by one. As before, Terog's eyes stop on Senka the longest, as she must be something he has never seen before. Even a black-winged Fata or corrupted dark elves don't compare to the curiosity that is the living doll. 

    They make their way through the quiet city. The architecture is predominantly wooden and appears strangely temporary. It's a tradition in the suhra culture, which used to be a strictly nomadic horde roaming the Dominion. Orug was established a century ago and remains the only permanent settlement of the Suhra clan, boasting around eighty thousand inhabitants. 

    Most soldiers are already in position for battle, and only a few auxiliaries pushing carts with military supplies walk the streets. Spiked barricades and checkpoints have been set up as if expecting that the wall will be overtaken eventually. It speaks of the Suhra clan's tenacity that they're preparing to fight to the last even before the battle has begun. 

    Terog leads the party to the center of Orug. There stands the only structure in the entire city aside from the walls that is made of stone, a castle shaped like a massive skull with pointed tusks. It's built on a small hill surrounded by a moat filled with rusted spears and swords arranged like spike traps. 

    But instead of going toward the wooden walkway leading up to its only entrance, Terog takes them along the path around it. A temporary military staging ground has been erected on a large open field, now covered in tents. A field kitchen is giving out food to a relatively short line of soldiers in front of it. Most suhra wouldn't miss fighting at the front lines, so only those perceived as cowardly and the civilians stay this far in the rear. 

    Terog waves at the cook, who greets him with a respectful nod. The two exchange a few grunting words before the Wanderer gestures for the party to follow him between the tents. They soon find themselves surrounded by supply crates stacked high. The smell of dried meats and long-lasting vegetables reaches their noses. 

    "Take what ya need. They got more than the mouths they'll have to feed after the battle ends." Terog declares with gallows humor. But Kamii doesn't miss his wording. 

    "They?" Aren't you fighting with them?" She asks with an eyebrow drawn up in skepticism. 

    "I'm coming with ya." The boar demon replies in the most natural tone one could muster for such a revelation. When he sees the dubious looks from the girls, he elaborates. "They'll be fine without me. And I have to see why two dark elves, the first corrupted Fata ever, a living doll, and... a dragonkin, I assume? - are journeying together." 

    "Sounds like the beginning of a joke." Senka comments quietly. Meanwhile, Dregana's eyes narrow when Terog sees through her so easily. Nothing about her human appearance reveals that she can transform into a giant dragon, so how did this suhra know? 

    "The smell." Pointing at his large and flat nose, Terog explains with a wink. "I smelled ya kind in the past." 

    "You know the way to Arkaim, right?" Kamii asks while the others begin to load up provisions. She wants to determine whether or not he can be relied on as a guide. His combat prowess and the many scars covering his exposed skin definitely mark him as a masterful warrior. Getting close enough to smell a dragonkin on the battlefield means that he has been in the wars of the past as well. Having him as a companion would surely be of great help. 

    "Of course. I've made the journey a few times." Crossing his arms, Terog watches over the party loading their bags. "I assume ya wanna outrun the invasion." 

    "I do not think that will be possible." Hestia fastens her backpack and turns to the Wanderer. "The cavalry will be sent out to raid the villages ahead of the main army. Anybody on the roads will have to face them." 

    "Then we won't take the roads." With a shrug, Terog looks east and then west as if to judge how much time they have for the rest of the day if they depart now. 

    "Are you sure you want to come along?" Senka wonders while shouldering the backpack that looks comically oversized for her. She does possess more physical strength than her small stature suggests, and she never fatigues, so the others have given her some of their load. "The Alliance is easily over a million strong." 

    "So it won't make a difference if I stay, then." Terog sighs at the revelation that a wave of humans will be washing over the Dominion very soon. "Don't underestimate the Suhra. We're a million strong, too." 

    He's referring to the overall number of demons in the Suhra clan. Orug has a population of roughly eighty thousand, of which most are warriors. The nearby hordes will send reinforcements once the Suhra clan capital is besieged. But whether or not they'll be in time before the city falls is a different matter. 

    The conversation dies down when neither side has any more to add. Kamii's party is thinking their part, and it's clear that Terog is well aware of the dangers of this invasion. It's not something he can wave off by flaunting his clan's strength, but he's also aware of his role as a Wanderer. The knowledge in his head is more valuable for his people than his presence on the battlefield would be. 

    Suddenly, a horn is blown and answered by several others across the city. The vanguard of the Alliance army has appeared over the horizon, sooner than expected. 

    "We should go." Terog claps his hands to get everybody's attention. "To the west gate. Quickly." 

    Dregana stuffs one last piece of wrapped ration into her backpack and closes it up. Hestia beats her wings and wordlessly takes to the sky to act as their eyes. Kamii grabs Daica's bag and carries it for her. She knows that her sister is physically too weak to keep up on a quick march while carrying a heavy load. 

    "Nothing for you?" Senka asks while looking Terog up and down. His leather jacket has many pockets, and small bags dangle from his belt, but they aren't big enough to hold much in the way of food for a long journey. 

    "No need to worry about me." Waving off her concern, Terog looks up at Hestia, who begins to circle high above them. It means that the enemies aren't that close yet. "We have to get to the Maghu forest before the humans spot us." 

    The Alliance army will send their cavalry to pursue them if they spot demons out in the open. Humans usually don't take prisoners, and those who are captured alive are worse off than if they had been killed on the spot. Corrupted dark elves and a traitor Fata will doubtlessly be subjected to torture for the sake of it. 

    The party follows Terog as he runs through the streets toward the west gate while some soldiers and auxiliaries run past them. Not one questions why their Wanderer appears to be leaving before battle; they all know his role in their clan. 

    Soon, Hestia joins them on the ground, informing them that a host of Fatas is flying above the Alliance army's main force. With their help, Orug will most likely fall as quickly as Pontis Daemonis did. Kamii doesn't want to think along those lines when one of their kind showed them kindness, but she hopes that the suhra will take as many enemies with them to their inevitable demise as possible. 

      

    Even as Kamii's party enters the forest and watches Orug burning from afar, Terog doesn't turn around. There's nothing more he or any of them can do, so observing the battle unfold would be a waste of time. Time they can spend on getting more distance between them and the Alliance army. 

    In a nearly seamless transition, they soon find themselves in the deep woods of the Herebronn mountain range's northern reaches. The little-treaded paths of the Maghu forest are too narrow for cavalry and won't be visible from the sky. 

    Their provisions will last them to their next destination, a village at the base of Mount Holai. A clan of elusive rabbit demons that few of the Dominion have encountered live there. Without Terog, Kamii and the others would have never heard about it, let alone know where to find it. 

    Twenty-two days after they left Orug, the towering Mount Holai comes into view. Its tip is covered in snow even during the hottest summer, and its lower slopes are overgrown with trees under the canopies of which the Holai clan lives. 

    Not once in the history of the Dominion have they joined the wars against the humans. They live secluded from the rest of the world, enjoying the natural protection of the harsh mountains and honing their legendary craftsmanship. Gulbrand, Lord of the Forge, and his creations may stand at the pinnacle of human blacksmithing. But the many generations of the Holai clan have produced weapons beyond even his reach. 

    Terog's hatchet was crafted by their Master Smith and can cut through the best steel the Suhra clan has to offer as if it were butter. Even the greatest weapons forged by the wholly war-focused ajura can't compare to that of the holai. 

    However, when the slope of Mount Holai comes into view, a large patch of the forest has been burned away. The smoldering ruins of houses can still be seen among the charred trees. Terog's mouth hangs open at that sight, but Kamii already runs ahead. Hopefully, they can find survivors. 

    As the party of six makes its way past the burned remains of a palisade gate, they find only death and destruction. Countless rabbit demon corpses are strewn across the paved road, their white fur stained in red blood. Some have been dismembered; others were impaled by something and left to bleed out. 

    "How did the humans already reach here?" Terog mutters while looking around with a grim expression on his face. The village withstood many enemy demon raids over the generations, so it's unlikely that this wasn't the work of the invasion army. However, not a single human corpse can be found among the ruins, indicating a one-sided slaughter. 

    "Fata led the attack." Hestia points into an alleyway where several smaller rabbits were cut down as they were trying to run away. The impact holes on the ground are from spirit spears. The winged heralds of the gods must have shot the defenders from the safety of the air before the humans came in to slaughter the remaining civilians. 

    The party quickly looks up at the sky but finds only the clear moon and the field of stars. They make their way toward the temple overlooking the village, where survivors could have hidden in its cellars. As they climb the steps, they look back at the smoldering ruins of the town. Nothing stirs but ash and smoke, painting bleak prospects for finding survivors in the thoroughly razed settlement. 

    The Temple of the Forge is the only building made predominantly from stone, with a wooden roof that has already burned down and caved in. A gigantic forge with its coal spilled on the stone floor before it stands at the back of the hall. Terog leads the party toward the left wing, clearing a fallen beam out of the way by breaking the charred wood with his bare hands. His actions show his impotent anger. 

    They make their way down the destroyed corridor and round a corner, upon which Terog stops in his steps. Kamii looks ahead and finds a large trap door on the floor. It's open. That doesn't bode well for anybody who might have sought shelter in the cellar. Before the Wanderer finds the courage to continue onward, the little dark elf walks ahead. 

    Looking down into the trap door, she immediately notices the corpses at the base of the stairs. It would appear that out of the one thousand inhabitants, not a single one who was present during the attack escaped alive. 

    Senka puts down her backpack and descends the stairs. Kamii exchanges a glance with Hestia, whose wings make it hard for her to fit through the small opening. The human soldiers continued where their winged support couldn't. 

    "Corpses everywhere." A moment later, Senka calls up to the rest of the party. Upon hearing those words, Terog's expression falters. 

    "No..." He mutters, a pained look on his face. Even though he's a hardened warrior, seeing so much senseless death appears to shake him to the core. More so because he must have been acquainted with many of this village's inhabitants. 

    "Find supplies. Then we'll be on our way." Hestia declares, earning herself a glare from the Wanderer. Her pragmatic, almost cold-hearted behavior doesn't sit well with him, but he knows that calling her out for it would make him a hypocrite. After all, he has looted the dead many times before. 

    Kamii grabs Hestia's arm and pulls her away. The latter understands what the little dark elf is doing and doesn't resist. Daica remains by the trap door with Senka's luggage but watches her elder sister and the fallen Fata walk away. 

    Dregana follows the two, glancing back at the teeth-gnashing Terog before they round the corner of the corridor. Only a few moons ago, she would have never thought herself capable of feeling sympathy or even compassion for demons. But now she's here, surrounded by pointless death at the hands of Fatas - a people she had always considered beyond reproach. 

    As they walk out of the temple that overlooks the ruins of the village once more, Kamii peers up at the empty night sky. They can count themselves lucky to have missed the host of Fatas, as aside from Hestia, not one of them would stand a chance against the winged heralds of the gods. 

    In a direct fight on level ground, the little dark elf feels confident that she could hold her own. However, the attacks would be raining down on her from the sky, and she would have no means of fighting back. She's glad that Hestia is on their side. 

    "A survivor?" Dregana suddenly says, pulling Kamii out of her reverie. She looks down at the steps, where something white shoots up the stairs to the temple. Before the dragonkin can call out to the swiftly approaching figure, the little dark elf notices a metallic glint. 

    "Get down!" She shouts and pushes Dregana aside with her crab pincer. In the next moment, a massive broken sword on a chain buries itself in the stone step with an explosion of dust where the dragonkin stood. 

    Hestia raises a hand and chants a spell in the language of the Fata, summoning a black spirit spear that she shoots at the fast-approaching enemy. However, the broken sword is pulled back with blinding speed and used as a shield, effortlessly blocking the projectile of materialized darkness. Without even waiting for the result of her attack, the fallen angel has already summoned another spirit weapon that she holds like a spear to meet her opponent. 

    In a flash of white and silver, the enemy makes it to the top of the stairs and swings the massive broken sword at Hestia from below. Kamii realizes that the figure in white is even shorter than Senka. Still, their weapon appears to be made for a giant even taller than Gram. 

    The black Fata steps back to avoid the weapon, but the enemy lets go of the hilt, causing it to fly at Hestia. It catches her by utter surprise, and she can't even dodge. Kamii steps in and grabs the chain with her crab pincer, pulling the flying weapon back so that it slams down on the steps only a finger's breadth away from Hestia's feet. 

    Kamii turns around to see the enemy jumping at her. Ducking just in time, she avoids a kick to the face and swings her arm upward. However, a second kick hits her in the back of her head and sends her tumbling across the ground. 

    Hestia stabs her spirit spear at the small figure just as it lands, but the broken sword is pulled back and swung at her as a deterrent. Just then, Dregana launches a burst of fire from her staff directly at the enemy, who pulls off their white cape and throws it to block the flames. Bursting through it comes the sword on the chain, which the dragonkin avoids by ducking sideways. 

    Kamii gets back on her feet and turns around to find that their opponent is a somewhat humanoid rabbit with seemingly glowing white fur. A pair of red eyes glare at her furiously, and with a swift motion of their paw-like hand on the chain, the massive broken sword returns to their other hand. 

    "Wait!" The little dark elf raises her hand at the rabbit demon. With her crab pincer, she gestures at Hestia and Dregana to cease fighting. "We're not enemies." 

    "That's a Fata! And that's a dragonkin!" The rabbit demon growls in a distinctly mature female voice. If not for the angry tone, it would have been a pleasant voice to hear. 

    "She's a corrupted Fata. And the dragonkin is with us. We didn't do this to the village." Stepping forward with her arms still raised, Kamii tries her best to defuse the situation. 

    "How did you find this village?" Still holding the broken sword that is nearly her height above her head, ready to throw it at any time, the rabbit demon inquires. 

    "Terog the Wanderer brought us here." Answering without hesitation, Kamii explains. 

    "Terog?" The lady rabbit repeats the name in a mutter, but the little dark elf can tell that she knows the Wanderer from the Suhra clan. "Where is he?" 

    "Inside the temple. We were looking for survivors... and found none." Kamii lowers her gaze with a sad expression. She's not used to showing emotions on her face, especially to strangers, but this is one of those times it comes in handy that she's in control of her feelings. 

    Narrowing her eyes, the rabbit demon gauges the dark elf's sincerity. But then she shoots Hestia and Dregana a glare each before running past Kamii into the temple. The trio outside waits for a moment before following her to avoid making her feel pressured. In her present state of mind, she might lash out at any perceived transgression. 

    "Terog!" When she reaches the bend in the corridor and sees the suhra standing in front of the opened trap door to the cellar, she calls out to him. 

    "Master Ireyo! Ya alive!" Terog turns around when he hears his name. His eyes widen in joy when he sees the small rabbit demon run toward him, but then he remembers the situation and grows somber again. 

    "I was out of the village." Ireyo stops before the suhra, who's towering at almost twice her height, and looks past him at the trap door. Senka climbs the stairs with a resigned sigh and shakes her head, and their eyes meet. 

    At this point, the rabbit demon knows that everybody else is with Terog, so she doesn't look surprised. Instead, she understands the doll-like girl's expression. There are no survivors in the cellar either. 

      

    "Where were ya, Master Ireyo?" As the party helps Ireyo bury the corpses, Terog asks her in a most neutral tone. He has taken off his leather jacket, and his body is steaming from the exertion of shoveling the dirt even in the freezing mountain night. 

    "I was visiting the nearby villages." She replies solemnly while cleaning the corpse of a young rabbit demon. Wiping the dried blood from their white fur with a wet cloth, she makes them presentable for the next world, according to the tradition of her people. "If only I had been here." 

    "You wouldn't have made a difference and died with them." Kamii suddenly joins the conversation with a straightforward declaration that causes Ireyo to turn around and glare at her. The little dark elf is shoveling dirt with her cursed arm, single-handedly opening more holes than the sturdier-built Terog, and doesn't turn around. 

    "Then I would at least have died with my people." She snarls. 

    "And wasted your life." Kamii adds mercilessly without even looking at the rabbit demon. The latter grinds her teeth audibly but doesn't respond. She knows that it's the truth, and the little dark elf isn't wrong for thinking in such pragmatic terms. Most demons are just like her. "Now, you can seek revenge." 

    That takes Ireyo and everybody else around her by surprise. Kamii continues her work while they stop to stare at her. Especially Hestia is astonished; the seemingly childlike girl who used to cling to Chaos at the academy is more mature than she remembers. 

    Moments later, they return to work in complete silence. Each one of them is thinking about the little dark elf's words, wondering what they could do against the Alliance's main invasion force, let alone the army of Fatas and champions of the gods. 

    Daica smiles wryly when she thinks back to their escape from the sanctum. They were two corrupted dark elves against the very forces that move this world. And they not only succeeded in peeking behind the façade of the gods but also escaped unscathed. After such an experience, it's obvious that they would feel more powerful than they really are. 

    But Kamii doesn't brag. To Senka and the others, she only explained their escape from the sanctum in short and concise sentences that left out their achievements. If they knew what the two sisters witnessed in the bowels of the flying island, they would see the whole war situation in a different light. 

    They work throughout the night, constantly surrounded by the stench of charred flesh and wood. As the first rays of the sun peek over the mountains, Ireyo finishes the prayers for the last buried body and stands up. Her hands are stained with blood and dirt, but the rest of her fur is shining like fresh snow under the morning light. 

    As if that image in Kamii's mind was a signal, the clouds looming overhead and surrounding the tip of Mount Holai unload their contents as snow. Winter arrives earlier at this elevation, but it's a sign that the seasons are changing. 

    Looking up, Ireyo closes her red eyes as if in deep contemplation. She's the Master Smith of Holai village, but there are no longer people to observe her title. Soon, the last smoldering remains of the town will be covered by a blanket of pristine snow as if to erase the signs of the massacre. 

    Kamii's words ring in her mind once more. Ireyo wasn't here when it happened, so she survived and can seek revenge. That's why there would be no point in it if she stayed here to watch over the graves. They were her clan, her family, but despite her people's traditions, she has come to understand that death is an ending. Those left behind have to continue living. 

    Wordlessly, Ireyo leaves the party behind and walks toward the temple. The others watch her tiny back but don't say anything. Terog understands that she's not the kind to walk away without a word, even given the circumstances. She's only going to get her things in order before leaving. 

    "Are you worried about Orug?" Kamii asks Terog, who slowly turns to her. 

    "I'd be lying if I said I'm not." He sighs, creating a plume of steam in front of him. The temperature has dropped noticeably even compared to at night, and he's beginning to feel its effects. "But there's no longer any point in doing so." 

    The Wanderer is referring to the fact that a host of Fatas and Alliance soldiers had the leeway to come out here to destroy the rabbit demon clan. That means the siege of Orug has already concluded in favor of the humans. All he can hope is that the Suhra clan scattered and fled into the nearby mountains rather than being utterly annihilated. 

    The party will move out despite having worked through the night without sleep. Terog explains that they will go to the nearby Maku village, which is hidden under the tree canopy and even harder to see from the air than Holai village. Hopefully, it will have been missed by the Fatas when they came through. 

    Daica may have studied the maps, but all she could ever learn were the locations of large settlements and cities. Only the suhra Wanderer can guide them to tiny villages along the way. She's visibly taking mental notes, even though it's unlikely that they will come this way again in the future. 

    Soon, Ireyo returns with a large pile of straw stacked on her backpack. Kamii already realized before when the diminutive rabbit demon swung the broken blade on the chain as if it were a tiny weight. However, seeing her carry so much with an effortless gait shows that her body holds untold strength. She may be as strong as Chandra. 

    "Take these. It has gotten cold." Ireyo puts down her backpack and begins to hand out the straw piled on it. They turn out to be cloaks with the straw sewn onto them, coming in different sizes, some of which are too big for the rabbit demons. It would appear people of her clan made those to sell to the neighboring villages. 

    Furthermore, Ireyo hands Kamii a dagger. She must have noticed the little dark elf's empty dagger sheath and realized that she lost her weapon sometime during her journey. The new one has a hilt bound in a flat rope that forms diamond holes for better grip. With a single look, Kamii can discern its incredible sharpness. 

    Expressing her gratitude with a silent nod, Kamii sheathes the dagger and finds that it fits without shaking even though it wasn't made to size. It shows that Ireyo has incredibly discerning eyes that could tell what size and shape the new dagger needed to be for it to fit the old sheath. 

    Once everybody is dressed for the road, they depart the razed settlement in a quiet column. Not one of them speaks a word when Ireyo turns around at the entrance to burn the image of her devastated home into her mind. 

    "I lived to seek revenge, huh?" She mutters to herself. Closing her eyes and bowing before the Holai village and the mountain beyond, she turns around and leaves with a smoldering fire in her red eyes.

  


   
    Chapter 139 - The Blood Pack 

      

      

    "This is impossible." Terog mutters when they cross the final pass in the Herebronn mountain range, and the view of the Niverlant Sea of Trees opens before them. The heavily forested lowlands of the Dominion reach all the way to the horizon. Many pillars of smoke rise to the sky, denoting villages that have been raided and burned down. 

    The journey here took them almost one moon since they left the Holai village. They had to stay off the roads to avoid being spotted from the air. However, even with that delay, the Alliance couldn't have traveled faster than them with their large army. 

    "Unless they have collaborators from within the Dominion." Ireyo comments in a grim tone. There are many hidden pathways across the Herebronn mountain range through which Pontis Daemonis would have been reinforced if they had learned about this invasion in time. The Alliance must have taken one of them to cut across the mountains despite being delayed at Orug. 

    "What is the next walled city?" Kamii asks with a glance at Daica and then the two demons. The younger sister blinks a few times at her elder sister for skipping over her opinion in favor of the natives. Dejected, she hangs her head, but Kamii pets her hair. 

    "Most large villages are walled, but none could have put up any kind of resistance against such a huge force." Terog replies while shielding his eyes from the afternoon sun. 

    "I can see the bulk of the Alliance army ahead." Hestia states, her crimson eyes focused intensely on a spot in the far-off distance. None of the others can see it, but they take the fallen Fata's word for it. This means that the invasion is at least two days ahead of them. 

    Pontis Daemonis fell to a surprise attack one moon ago, and a massive army has been rolling across the Dominion nigh unhindered since. The fact that no significant change has occurred on the demon side is proof that Queen Pelomyx is dead, and nobody has taken up her mantle. 

    Terog and Ireyo don't know that yet. They must still bear the hope that the demon queen is preparing the forces further inland to oppose this massive invasion. It's best to leave them in that belief lest their spirits falter. 

    "Let's go." Kamii points at the nearest pillar of smoke. Like the Holai village, they will try to find survivors and supplies for their journey ahead. It's the only thing they can do at this point. 

      

    By sunset, the party reaches the walled village of Fencia. According to Terog, it should be inhabited by two thousand souls, but not one of them can be seen now. Corpses litter the battlements and are piled up behind the gate, but the streets beyond are empty. It would appear that the militia stayed behind and did its best to allow the other inhabitants to escape. 

    "Your sacrifice was not in vain." Daica whispers when she sees the corpse of a kobold demon with a spear through his chest. He's still holding onto the woodcutting ax in his hand. It's bloodied, meaning that he at least wounded his opponent in the fight. 

    Not a single human corpse remains. The Alliance army must be cremating their own after each battle, as is the custom in the Empire of Terminus. It's both to prevent undead from rising and the demons from desecrating their graves. 

    The part of the village closest to the eastern gate has been mostly burned down. But as if the humans had to leave in a hurry, they didn't do a thorough job on the rest of the town. It means that they can still find plenty of food and other items in the abandoned houses. 

    "An army of over a million will need supplies." Hestia emerges from one such house with a loaf of bread in her hand. The human army didn't take any food, most likely out of fear of corruption. 

    "Pontis Daemonis is their bridgehead, and they must be setting every major settlement along the way up to relay their supplies." Terog theorizes while scratching his bristly stubble. It's the main reason Queen Pelomyx never saw a point in invading the Empire of Terminus. The logistic nightmare that is supplying a massive army across an ocean makes it a fool's errand. Defending the Dominion from repeated invasions worked for thirty-one winters, after all. 

    "But there are no major cities in the Herebronn mountain range." Ireyo adds with a thoughtful twitch of her ears. It doesn't take a military genius to realize that it's the best place to strike if one wants to cut off the Alliance's lifeline. 

    "None of that matters to us." Kamii declares while pointing west. "We need to get to Arkaim." 

    They don't comment on her words. Terog and Ireyo know the selfish reason of the dark elves and fallen Fata to go to the capital. All they care about is joining the Dominion army when they finally consolidate to repel the invasion. 

    "Once we find the supplies we need, we'll depart." The little dark elf commands. Whether it's her straightforward attitude or dauntless character, she possesses an undeniable charisma that draws people in. 

    A crow caws from a rooftop, and Kamii looks up at it. They can't bury the dead, or they will never get ahead of the humans at this rate. The scavengers will be having a great feast with all the death that the humans are leaving in their wake. 

    More and more crows gather around them, ready to feast on the corpses once the obstacles are gone. Some of them appear to be staring straight at Kamii as if telling her to leave. Sniffing in disdain - be it at her imagination or the lifestyle of these creatures - the little dark elf turns away and gets to work. 

      

    Not long after leaving Fencia behind them, they come upon a site of slaughter in the middle of the forest. The twilight underneath the canopy of tall trees creates prohibitive conditions for undergrowth. It became the downfall for the fleeing demons, who had nowhere to hide from their human pursuers. 

    It's safe to assume that these are the civilians of Fencia. Women and children, as well as the elderly and the few warriors accompanying them, were cut down mercilessly. Daica's heart drops at the sight after she so earnestly praised the sacrifices of the militia. The humans are thorough in their attempt to exterminate all of demonkind. 

    Kamii drives the party onward, and they leave the carnage behind with solemn steps. Nobody is in the mood for talking, and the little dark elf can tell that Terog and Ireyo are seething inside. Even Dregana appears to be appalled by the actions of the Alliance army, despite growing up indoctrinated by the very heralds of the gods aiding the humans now. 

    As the sun drops behind the horizon, the party settles down for the night. To avoid being spotted from afar or above, they forgo a campfire and eat a cold meal before sleep. Even though they saw many gruesome sights during the day, their march has left them exhausted. All of them welcome the oblivion of sleep as if hoping everything was a bad dream they will wake up from in the morning. 

    They arrive in the next burned-down village by noon the following day. As in Fencia, not a single demon can be found in its partially burned ruins, and none of the food was taken. But this time, no militia defended the walls. Fencia delayed the humans long enough for the people in this village to evacuate. 

    The Alliance usually employs scorched earth tactics, but they seem to be rushing it this time. They're pushing ahead as quickly as they can before they face massed resistance from an organized Dominion army. So far, they've already made it a third of the way to Arkaim within just two moons. 

    Kamii looks up at the rooftops with suspicion. Although there's no food to be found here except for a few leftovers on the tables of hastily evacuated homes, crows abound. They watch the party with their beady black eyes, remaining eerily silent despite their vast numbers. 

    "Show yourself!" The little dark elf suddenly yells, startling her already cautious companions and the crows on the rooftops. The latter scatter in a storm of wings and black feathers. 

    Terog and Ireyo immediately ready their weapons and shift their eyes back and forth between every hiding place from which enemies could emerge. Hestia keeps her wings hidden underneath the straw coat and mutters the incantation for a barrier spell, delaying its completion for when it's needed. 

    However, time passes, and only the chilly wind blows through the empty streets. The crows don't return, and only silence remains. Kamii tilts her head, then closes her eyes as if contemplating what it was that she felt. It wasn't so much a presence but a premonition. 

    Clearly, the Stormcrow is watching them. 

    Nobody asks Kamii who or what prompted her to shout, but they can tell that it wasn't just her nerves. The little dark elf's senses are surprisingly keen, noticing things that even Senka appears to miss. But in this particular case, it's because she's the only person among them who knows the Stormcrow. 

    Gathering the supplies they need, the party leaves the village and moves on to follow in the wake of the advancing Alliance army. 

      

    In the fourth town, they come upon the remains of a slaughter. It's as if the villagers were neither warned nor saw the approaching human army. Unlike in Holai village, there are no signs of Fata magic, so it wasn't a surprise attack from the air either. 

    Corpses trampled under the hooves of cavalry paint a clearer picture but still don't explain the complete lack of preparation on the demons' side. It was as if they remained ignorant of their impending doom until the enemies poured in through the still open gates. 

    Toward the western end of the village, signs of resistance grow. The demons were quick in responding to the attack but were overrun by the sheer numbers of enemies nonetheless. Death and destruction abound, but there's a silver lining amidst the tragedy. 

    Inside a pile of demon corpses left to the crows, Senka discovers a single living being. They quickly dig out the teenage girl with gray hair and a fluffy tail of the same color. Her naked body is covered in blood and dirt, but she appears unharmed. 

    "A survivor." Ireyo whispers, unbelieving. The humans have been extremely thorough in killing every demon despite being in a hurry. It's unthinkable that they would overlook somebody playing dead. 

    "She's a werewolf." Terog sniffs her from up close, causing the girl to shy back. When not transformed, werewolves are indistinguishable from humans aside from a pair of pointy, fur-covered ears and a fluffy tail. And sure enough, upon closer inspection, her ears do blend in with her hair but are distinctly animal-like. 

    Werewolves have naturally powerful regeneration in either form, so she likely was one of the fighters trying to delay the human tide. She must have been wounded and knocked out before corpses were piled onto her in the battle. It hid her from the cleanup of survivors after the fighting ended. 

    "D-d-do you know Petrine?" Daica asks the young werewolf in her usual stutter. 

    "Petrine? Every werewolf knows her." The girl's eyes light up when she hears that name despite her enduring suspicions about the party of misfits surrounding her. "She's the pride of our people." 

    Petrine Adlynn is a member of the prestigious Maid Corps, which is an incredible honor for the up-and-coming Rougarou clan. Being one of the younger clans in the Dominion, having a representative so close to the monarch increases their chances of becoming one of the new core clans. Since the demotion of nine out of the Thirteen Great Clans, others have tried to fill the gaps with more or less success. The Rougarou are one of the former. 

    "I-I saw her a lot in Arkaim castle." Smiling warmly, the big dark elf tries her best to overcome her social anxiety and suppresses her stutter. Once this werewolf girl opens up, they can get information about how the human raiders could surprise this village. 

    While her younger sister does her work, Kamii waves Senka over, and the two distance themselves from the others. Once they're out of the others' earshot, the little dark elf looks up at the crows on the rooftops before addressing the doll girl. 

    "Those most likely belong to a seer named the Stormcrow." Kamii explains in her mind, catching Senka by surprise. They already went out of their way to distance themselves from the others but still speak in their minds. 

    "A seer?" Raising an eyebrow, Senka asks in a skeptical tone. Soothsaying lies in the realm of charlatans, but anything is possible in a world where gods walk among humans - even if they may be fakes after all. 

    "She was the one who awakened something in Rolan. And now, he and the others are working with the Alliance." The little dark elf continues, thinking back to when she first saw the Stormcrow while training with Chandra in Ajurai. "The demons say she has appeared many times throughout history. But my instincts tell me that she can't be trusted." 

    "I wouldn't trust a seer anyway." The doll girl smiles wryly and shrugs. "But I understand. I should keep an eye out for any signs of this Stormcrow, right?" 

    If this crone is a spirit, then she's the right person to deal with her. But in either case, Senka will be able to discern truth from lies if they ever meet her. It's one of her special abilities, after all. 

    "Not just that. She may be working for the gods, or maybe even be one herself." Kamii's amethyst eyes seem to light up with anger, causing Senka to raise both eyebrows. 

    "Boss." Terog calls out to the little dark elf. Kamii has been acting in the capacity of a leader, but this is the first time that anybody has called her that. Still, as if it's the most natural thing, she turns to him with a questioning gaze. "The werewolf girl says that she and her squad were overseeing this village's evacuation when the enemies appeared out of thin air. It was as if they were invisible and made no sound, and even her nose didn't pick up their scent until it was too late." 

    Kamii narrows her eyes. It must have been the power of a Chosen Knight leading a raiding party. She never heard of magic that can hide people so thoroughly, so that can be the only explanation. 

    "Gianna will lead us to her pack's hideout." Daica adds after finishing her talk with the werewolf girl. That must be her name. 

    Senka raises an eyebrow at Gianna's willingness to share secrets with total strangers she met only moments ago. But it would seem that Daica got on her good side incredibly quickly. Looking at the voluptuous but hapless-appearing dark elf, one can't think that she's an evil person, after all. 

    Gianna emerges from a nearby abandoned home, dressed in an oversized shirt and pants. She looks across the pile of corpses and furrows her brow upon identifying the bodies of her comrades. Even if werewolves have potent regeneration, they aren't immortal. 

    There's no time to give the dead the proper rites, so she closes her eyes for a moment to express her feelings. Then, she turns to the party with grim determination. 

    Wordlessly, Gianna leads the way out of the village and into the deep forest. 

      

    The first campsite in the woods was abandoned, but Gianna catches the scent of her pack and follows it deeper into the forest. It's clear that the werewolves are traveling behind the Alliance army, be it to raid their stragglers or merely to gather information. In either case, it appears to be the first organized resistance since the defense of Orug. 

    Around the late afternoon on the second day since they found Gianna, the party is surrounded from all sides by towering bipedal wolves wearing all kinds of combat gear. They're watching from between the trees, maintaining their distance to observe the newcomers in their forest. As the party gets closer to the presumed campsite, the encirclement is slowly drawn tighter. The werewolves recognize their comrade Gianna, but for now, the intentions of this strange group of travelers are still impossible to discern. 

    Finally, they spot the campsite in the distance, and Gianna raises her head to howl in her human form. The werewolves watching from afar until now suddenly charge at them from all around. 

    "What did ya tell them?!" Terog asks while drawing his hatchet, but Gianna turns to him and the others while raising her hands. 

    "Don't be alarmed. It only looks like they're attacking." She reassures them. As if the approaching werewolves heard her, they come to an abrupt stop and undo their transformations. Men and women alike surround them at a dozen paces, raising their hands as if to say that they come in peace. It would appear that their equipment is made to stretch and fit both human and wolf forms. 

    "Gianna! You're alive!" From the camp ahead, a woman with red hair approaches and calls out to her. Gianna's furry ears twitch at the sound, and she runs forward with a spring in her step. 

    "Amelia!" Gianna spreads her arms and jumps into the woman's embrace. Rubbing their noses and cheeks together, they greet each other as werewolves do. 

    "Who do you bring?" Amelia pets Gianna's hair and then asks while staring at Kamii and her party. At first glance, they could pass as a band of demons, but werewolves have keen noses; they can smell a Fata and dragonkin among them. 

    "Tell me about your plans on how to defeat the human army." Before Terog can speak, Kamii steps forward and demands in a matter-of-fact tone. Amelia's eyebrows shoot up, then she grins, revealing a sharp canine. Her expression holds mostly amusement, but there's a hint of realization in her eyes. 

    "I'm Amelia Alyssa Adlynn, acting chief of the Adlynn clan of the Rougarou, leader of the Blood Pack. Who are you to demand anything from me?" She tilts her head back and asks in a challenging tone. 

    "I'm Kamii." The little dark elf's attitude doesn't change when she gives her name. Unlike Amelia, she has neither a family name nor a rank to declare, and invoking Mahkotoh's title would never cross her mind. Blinking once, Amelia stares at Kamii after her response. Then she smiles and looks at Gianna.  

    "You found some interesting people." The pack leader states with a chuckle, then gestures at the party to follow her into the camp. The werewolves around them transform once again and head off into the forest to guard the perimeter. 

    "We found her." Kamii corrects Amelia, causing the latter to raise an eyebrow. 

    "You have to tell me more over a meal at a warm fire." Gesturing at the small camp, Amelia welcomes them into the midst of the Blood Pack. 

    All eyes are on Hestia and Dregana, who ignore the attention and follow Kamii silently. They've grown accustomed to being suspected by now and take it in stride. On the other hand, the werewolves appear to be ill-at-ease about having these two individuals with the potential to wreak unprecedented havoc in their midst. 

    Soon after settling around the campfire, members of Amelia's pack bring wooden bowls with meat stew to their guests. Kamii then begins to quickly and concisely recount their journey so far. She doesn't leave out anything but doesn't waste a single word on embellishing their deeds. 

    "At one point, the Alliance army overtook you, huh?" Amelia scratches her chin with a thoughtful look into Kamii's amethyst eyes. She glances at Lady Nightwane, who's surprisingly the little dark elf's younger sister, and the doll-like girl named Senka. 

    Her eyes shift to Terog, Wanderer of the Suhra clan, whose name is well-known among her people. And Ireyo is a legend even to the oldest living demons today, yet she so nonchalantly travels with this dark elf. Finally, her gaze lands on the Fata with black wings and the dragonkin in human form beside her. 

    All of that comes together to paint an incredible picture of Kamii, the dark elf with the gigantic crab pincer for her right arm. Amelia can tell that there's more to the petite girl than meets the eye, not just in the physical but also in the mental sense. 

    "The Sheason clan is collaborating with the humans." She finally reveals with an angry frown. For demons to betray their kin in the face of a human invasion is unthinkable. No matter how much they stand in conflict with one another, they always unite to repel this enemy who can't be reasoned with. 

    The Sheason clan are vampires, beings with unique magic that allows them to raise the dead as puppets. Their members all look like beautiful albeit pale humans, and aside from their diet consisting of blood, they're indistinguishable from the Dominion's enemies. Even more so than elves, dwarves, and giants, who are all trusted members of the Alliance. It would appear that the vampires have betrayed the Dominion to gain a seat at the Alliance table. 

    "The vampire thralls are leading the Alliance army down the fastest route toward Phoshand." Amelia explains while using a stick to point at a map of the Dominion hung up behind her. 

    Phoshand is the largest city in the Niverlant Sea of Trees, located halfway between the Herebronn mountain range and the opening to the Erbilan valley. The city is the most significant obstacle the Alliance army will have to overcome before the impenetrable fortress complex Erbilan itself, which is the final line of defense for the Dominion's core cities. 

    "They're high on their momentum since they took Pontis Daemonis in a day." The wolfpack leader explains while crossing her arms. "They also have the hero who killed Queen Pelomyx leading them." 

    For a moment, nobody reacts. But then, Terog and Ireyo jump up from their seats at this revelation. By all accounts, the suhra should have hated the demon queen for demoting their clan from one of the Thirteen Clans when she took the throne. However, his reaction shows that he genuinely considered her a good queen. 

    Ireyo, on the other hand, is more shocked by the fact that a human was able to kill the invincible Cradle of Chaos. 

    "Do you know who this hero is?" Kamii asks, suppressing the shiver in her voice. She has a bad feeling about the answer but thinks it's better to learn the truth now than when she's directly confronted with it. 

    "They call him Rolan Helt, the Chosen One, the hero of this age." Amelia replies, her amber eyes focused intently on the little dark elf. Hestia's eyebrow twitches, but it goes unnoticed. 

    Kamii lowers her gaze and stares into the campfire. One part of her wants to jump up and deny this as a baseless rumor, but deep in her heart, she knows that it's the truth. It can't be a coincidence that Rolan is called the Chosen One - the same words the Stormcrow used. 

    When Hestia identified him coming down from the sanctum of the gods at Pontis Daemonis, she already suspected that his presence was of some importance to the humans. She still can't imagine Queen Pelomyx having lost to him even after he awakened to the powers the Stormcrow prophecied he would possess. But the truth is laid out before her now. 

    "You seem to know something, dark elf." Leaning in on Kamii, Amelia asks in a cold tone. The surrounding werewolves appear to be on alert as well, ready to unleash their transformations in case things go sour. 

    "I was a companion of Rolan for many moons." The little dark elf replies while looking up with her usual poker face. Being confronted with the unabashed truth takes Amelia by surprise, but then she bares her teeth. 

    "Explain. Be aware that if you do a bad job at it, I'll rip out your throat." She snarls, her red hair bristling from anger. Despite standing at around Hestia's height, she gives off the aura of a towering monster. She could transform into a werewolf the instant she deems Kamii's reply insufficient and make good on her threat. 

    "Princess Chaos was traveling with him and his party. They were the ones who freed me from slavery." Not in the least intimidated, Kamii begins to recount everything from the moment she met Mahkotoh. 

    Throughout, not only Amelia but Terog and Ireyo, too, hang onto the little dark elf's every word. The werewolf leader's hostility dissipates when she determines that Kamii is telling the truth. Everybody stares at her in utter amazement when she tells them of their time with Chandra. 

    Then, she reveals the Stormcrow's prophecy, foretelling Rolan's ascension into somebody who would surpass all the Chosen Knights before him. And right after, something had changed in Rolan that had allowed him to fight Chandra all on his own. 

    "The Stormcrow, huh?" Amelia scratches her chin and sniffs in disdain. But Kamii realizes that the werewolf was sniffing the air as the latter looks up at the trees around them. Only now does the little dark elf notice the countless crows perching on the branches around them, watching in eerie silence. 

    "She has been following us for a while." Kamii says while glaring at the black birds in displeasure. 

    One of the crows caws as if in disagreement, and hundreds of wings begin to flap, bringing the entire forest to life. The birds take to the sky and scatter within moments, leaving behind only a few fallen feathers. 

    "I noticed her scent for a while now but can never pinpoint where she is." Grumbling while picking up one such feather, Amelia looks at it between her slender fingers. Tossing it into the fire carelessly, she stands up and crosses her arms. "You're going to Arkaim, right?" 

    "Phoshand first. We need to overtake the Alliance army." Kamii responds in a matter-of-fact tone. They have been trying to get ahead of the human army since they left the Herebronn mountain range behind them. Under normal circumstances, they should have caught up already, but the enemy is rolling over villages without slowing down as if driven by their gods themselves. 

    "There's nothing to do here, so I'll give you some of my men. You can ride them all night. They got the stamina." Amelia waves over some werewolves in their human forms. 

    "We're in a hurry; we don't have time for fun right now." Dregana suddenly steps in to join the conversation, drawing everybody's gazes. For a moment, there's utter silence, causing her to look around with an uneasy feeling. Amelia then bursts out into laughter and trips backward over her log. She remains on her back and kicks her legs while holding her sides. The werewolves around her howl as well, causing Dregana to realize her mistake. 

    Hestia grabs the dragonkin's wrist and pulls on it, causing her to sit back down on her log. Her face is as bright red as her hair, and she hides behind her bangs in embarrassment. Terog rolls off his seat and laughs so hard that he's grunting like the boar his face resembles. Daica hides her face behind her hands, but her shoulders are shivering from suppressed laughter. 

    Kamii stares at Dregana, then exchanges a glance with Senka, who only shakes her head and sighs. They never thought the unsmiling dragonkin would be this airheaded and dirty-minded. She surprisingly has a cute side. 

    "What is it that you do here anyway?" Once everybody has calmed down, Kamii places the conversation back onto its rails. Amelia wipes the tears from the corners of her eyes and stares at the little dark elf for a moment. Then she sighs as if overcoming an internal struggle for the last time. 

    "We of the Rougarou clan don't fight on battlefields - even if we could!" She explains, then adds quickly before her words give the wrong impression. There are plenty of species with more individual strength than a werewolf when it comes to warrior races in the Dominion. But what the latter lack in power, they make up for with superior teamwork and coordination. "We're tasked with raiding supply lines and picking off isolated targets. We also gather intel and quickly bring it to those in charge - though, with the queen's death, the clans are all doing their own thing for now." 

    As Senka suspected, the Dominion appears to be leaderless, or it wouldn't have let the Alliance army come this far without a plan for evacuating its citizens. After all, messengers of the Avinea clan can fly across the vast expanse of the nation within a day or two. If somebody in a position of authority ordered them to, they could quickly coordinate evacuations across the Dominion. 

    Kamii already guessed that the Alliance is carrying its supplies with it instead of employing a precarious convoy line behind them. That's why Amelia's Blood Pack is currently without work and can only stalk the enemy. With morale high and rations still abundant in their midst, the human army neither has deserters nor needs resupplying. 

    "I'll take you up on your offer." The little dark elf looks into Amelia's amber eyes and replies to her earlier proposal to give her a few of her men to carry the party to Phoshand. 

    "Alright, give me a moment to pick them. Rest now. It's going to be a bumpy ride." Grinning, the werewolf pack leader stands up and waves at Kamii and her party as she walks into the camp. 

    Immediately, Hestia turns to look at Dregana, who still can't bring herself to meet anybody's gaze. She's staring at her own thighs, twirling her fingers as if to distract herself from the earlier blunder. It would appear that she has been stressed for a while. 

    "I think we should split up." Kamii suddenly declares, causing the dragonkin's head to shoot up. But when she sees the little dark elf's expression - or lack thereof - she realizes that it's not because of her. "You three fly ahead to Phoshand." 

    She's addressing Senka, Hestia, and Dregana. The doll girl is light enough for either of the two fliers to carry across long distances, and through her, they can stay in contact with each other. They need to scout out the city first. If it's adequately prepared for the approaching army, they can stay there for the time being. If not, they might have to skip it entirely. 

    "We will have to circle around to stay out of sight of the Alliance army, but we should be there within two days." Hestia replies with a nod. She then looks at Dregana again, who notices the fallen angel's gaze and averts her eyes in embarrassment. "I will take care of you then." 

    Nobody says a word, but they all understand what she meant by that. Senka sighs and shoots Daica a quick glance without the latter noticing. She expected the big dark elf to be the type to make that mistake, but not the straight-laced former professor with the resting death glare. 

    "I'll go inform the boss." Gianna, who was listening from the sidelines all this time, determines that the party has come to a decision and will need three fewer werewolves to ride on. As she jogs away, Kamii peers up at the now-empty trees. 

    The Stormcrow will surely appear before them soon. And at that time, they will capture her and make her spit out what she knows about Rolan and the gods.

  


   
    Chapter 140 - Band Of Fate 

      

      

    "I wish you good fortune." Amelia salutes Kamii and the others as her comrades pick them up. The little dark elf only raises her crab pincer in response, and the party sets off from the Blood Pack's camp. At the same time, Hestia and Dregana take off into the skies from the small clearing, with the former carrying Senka in her arms. 

    "I'll inform you of the situation when we arrive in Phoshand." Senka speaks into Kamii's mind. 

    "Try to motivate Hestia into helping the demons if we're late." That is, only if the Dominion army is well-prepared to defend the city against an onslaught of a million Alliance soldiers. Senka acknowledges it and cuts the connection for the time being. 

    The werewolves carrying the remaining members of the party are running slower than horses. Still, what they lack in speed, they make up with their sheer endless stamina. Although Amelia said they could ride them through the night, Kamii and the others need to rest. 

    Thus, stopping only at night and pausing for meals during the day, they swiftly reach the next big village two days after leaving the werewolves' camp. 

    Since it's out of the way of the main army, Kamii and her party thought it would be overlooked. However, a small detachment of cavalry led by a Chosen Knight came through the day before and left destruction in their wake. Unlike in previous villages, there are some survivors who tend to the wounded and eye the party's approach with suspicion. 

    It would appear that more and more raiding parties are beginning to split off from the Alliance's main army to keep the demon population in the region occupied. One of the werewolves leaves the party to bring this information to Amelia. The Blood Pack finally has work to do. 

    When they depart the village, Senka's communication arrives, reporting that they have reached Phoshand. According to her initial impression, the city appears to be well-prepared to meet the army. Still, she's suspicious about the state of the castle. It seems to have been wrecked only recently, and the citizens she asked told her that a new demon killed the old lord and took up residence in it about two moons ago. 

    Kamii thinks for a moment before replying that they should keep low for the time being and gather more information on this new lord while awaiting their arrival. They both have misgivings about the timing of this change in power but don't want to speculate without any basis. 

    With one of the werewolves gone, Ireyo continues on foot, carrying the broken sword on her back and easily keeping up with the others. Kamii shoots her glances every now and then, wondering about her physical capabilities. Could the rabbit demon be as strong as Chandra despite her much smaller size? 

    During their journey, Kamii has received several updates from Senka. The news of Queen Pelomyx's death has spread across the Dominion by now, and local lords far from the core cities have begun preparing for the upcoming clan assembly by asserting their power. 

    According to the doll girl's investigations, this new lord is whispered to be the second coming of Aldeath. Since taking over the city, he hasn't once appeared in public, and Senka has learned not to try sneaking into buildings with people capable of magic, so it could be a while until she has solid intel on him. 

    On the ninth day since leaving the Blood Pack camp, Ireyo climbs the tallest tree they can find and spots the Alliance army in the distance. They have finally passed it. At the rate they're going, they'll reach Phoshand ahead of the humans by nearly seven days. 

    This also means that they can warn the villages and help them evacuate along the way if they aren't yet. All they need to be careful about are raiding parties ahead of the main army. 

      

    Kamii was cautious about getting caught up in a raid while staying in one of the villages ahead of the Alliance army. But the very first village they reach is in the middle of being raided. Of course, not a single member of the party hesitates in coming to the demons' aid. 

    The werewolves let them down as asked and form up in their own squad. They will circle the village and enter from the west gate. Kamii, Daica, Terog, and Ireyo walk directly toward the broken east gate, where a dozen lightly-armored human riders guard the raiding party's rear. When they see the four approaching, they shout to each other and couch their spears. 

    Daica launches one of the last three alchemy vials for her crossbow. It hits the ground a little short of the enemy and explodes into smoke. Although it's ineffective in an open and windy place, it's enough to deter the horses for just a moment. 

    The other three rush through the smokescreen and split up. Terog throws several knives while running forward, hitting the horses in their eyes or throats. Bucking from the pain, they throw off their riders, causing further confusion in their ranks. 

    Ireyo throws her broken sword on the chain as if it's a dart. One of the riders raises a kite shield to block it but is taken by complete surprise when the heavy weapon crushes his arm. The impact sends him tumbling from his horse, causing those behind him to buck in shock. The rabbit demon pulls on the chain and returns it to her hands, ready to find the next target. 

    Only Kamii has no ranged weapon and gets close enough for the enemy to stab at her with their spears. She nimbly dodges one and finds herself amid the enemies. Using the dagger Ireyo gave her, she stabs the backs of the riders' knees where they wear no armor, causing them to scream in pain. Then, she grabs their legs with her cursed arm and pulls them off their horses one by one. 

    Before Daica can come to their help, the battle is over. Out of the dozen riders, five are still alive, although two are bleeding out rapidly from the wounds in their legs. Kamii holds one of them in her crab pincer, threatening to crush his throat if he resists. 

    "Champions?" She asks while tightening her grip. 

    "What?" The soldier doesn't seem to understand what she's asking. 

    "Do ya have a champion leading ya?" Terog turns from the two prisoners he's holding at hatchet and shortsword point to elaborate on Kamii's monosyllabic way of expressing herself. 

    "Why should we tell you, filthy-" The soldier starts, but Kamii's vise-like grip cuts off his words. 

    "We should kill him and ask one of the others." Glaring at the two he's holding up, Terog suggests with a frown. The raiders inside the village are wreaking havoc, and he would like to help the defenders as quickly as possible. 

    "No, this one is enough." Kamii looks down at the soldier in her grasp with cold amethyst eyes that send a shiver down his spine. "Kill the others." 

    Daica sees what her sister is doing and looses a crossbow bolt at point-blank range into the head of her prisoner without hesitation. Terog's jaw drops, but Ireyo does the same with the one under her broken sword. 

    "It's Isidor, the Unassailable Knight!" The one at the end of the Wanderer's shortsword blurts out in utter terror upon witnessing his comrades being executed so unceremoniously. 

    "How many champions?" Kamii asks the one in her grip, acting as if she's ignoring the other who just spoke. It's like a silent signal that Terog should kill the two he's holding prisoner, as per her order. 

    "Only Isidor! I swear on Lord Kael!" Begging while kneeling, the man who spoke earlier blabbers for his life. The soldier beside him realizes that he's going to die if he doesn't play along, so he gets on his knees as well and lowers his head. 

    "Good." With this simple word, she closes her crab pincer in its entirety and drops her prisoner. Then she shoots the suhra warrior a glance as if telling him that he should decide what to do with the humans at his mercy. Without waiting for his reply, she walks toward the gate. 

    Terog looks at the two men before him, who are groveling for their lives. It would seem that they interpreted his shocked reaction at Daica's ruthless action as him being a reasonable demon who doesn't kill unnecessarily. 

    They were wrong. 

    Running his short sword across both their throats in one swift move, he executes them in an instant. Wiping the blade on the saddlecloth of one of the remaining horses, the boar demon cleans off the blood before following the others into the village. 

    The raiders are on horseback, throwing burning torches through windows and chasing down villagers with their spears. Some have dismounted to break into the houses to kill their inhabitants. Their leader is in the village center, watching over everything while sitting on a chariot drawn by two mighty warhorses. 

    He is Isidor, the Unassailable Knight. The towering man with wavy blond hair and tan skin appears to regard the actions of his troops with approval. Although he isn't participating, he was the one who gave the command and is pleased by its execution. In other words, he's an irredeemable enemy. 

    Kamii and her companions gauge the situation from afar, counting the human soldiers rampaging through the village. Aside from the four Electi riders guarding Isidor, there must be nearly a hundred Alliance soldiers, including the dismounted ones. It's not a number they can take on lightly, even with the help of the villagers fighting back here and there. 

    Suddenly, a roar shakes the air, and from an alleyway on the left several humans are flung across the village center. Their limbs are bent at odd angles, and they impact the ground without breaking their fall. A moment later, a massive minotaur in armor that appears to be cut from granite rushes onto the square on all fours. He has a broken right horn, but his left is bloodied from goring somebody. 

    Everybody is stunned by the sudden appearance of this giant demon, and even the warhorses of the Electi step in place nervously. Only Isidor stands up to face the minotaur with a grin as if looking forward to a challenge. 

    "Know that you face Isidor, the Unassailable Knight. It will be your last honor to die by my hand, monster!" Raising both his arms, the Chosen Knight throws off his cape, revealing his muscle-packed bare upper body. It's tanned to a perfect bronze, flawless like a statue crafted by a master sculptor. 

    Not wasting a moment to reply to the champion, the minotaur charges straight at him with little regard for the humans in his way. Some try to stop him, while others are smarter and jump out of the way. The Electi spur their horses to meet the approaching demon, but Isidor raises a hand to keep them back. 

    Jumping off his chariot, he runs forward to meet the minotaur head-on despite his relatively smaller stature. The towering demon lowers his head and attempts to gore his opponent, knocking anybody in his path away as if they're nothing more than scarecrows.  

    "Don't use your horn!" Kamii suddenly shouts, to the surprise of both her companions and the soldiers on the square. Some turn around and discover the four non-humans, immediately raising their weapons in response. 

    Unexpectedly, the minotaur raises his head again and extends his hands to grab Isidor instead. Despite seemingly mindlessly charging at his enemy, he doesn't appear to be blinded by rage. The Unassailable Knight catches the bull demon's two massive hands and almost brings him to a complete stop. However, his boots slide across the ground as the much larger opponent pushes him back. 

    With a roar, Isidor pumps himself up and suddenly begins to overpower the minotaur with sheer strength. Even though he's several heads shorter, the Chosen Knight displays incredible power in his perfect body. 

    Kamii and her companions charge out of hiding and fight their way through the Alliance soldiers. This is the perfect opportunity for them to take out one of the champions of the gods while he's isolated, and none of them want to miss it. 

    From the other side of the square, the werewolf pack charges through the ranks of humans in their path. It would appear that they have also realized that this chance to kill a Chosen Knight won't come twice. 

    But Kamii is aware that Isidor must be very powerful to come out this far away from the Alliance's main army with only a hundred soldiers and four Electi. His title, the Unassailable Knight, implies that he must have unique magic to strengthen his body to make it invulnerable. 

    Under different circumstances, she would have scoffed at the idiocy of giving away one's powers in a title. But in Isidor's case, he isn't exposing any weaknesses with it. If he lives up to it, that would mean he's a formidable opponent indeed. 

    While the Chosen Knight is wrestling with his much larger and heavier opponent, Kamii builds up her combo counter on the humans throwing themselves in her way. They treat her cursed arm as if she were wielding a massive battle hammer, so they miss the dagger in her left. She finds the weak spots in the chainmail of her opponents and stabs flesh and cuts tendons before finishing them off with her crab pincer. 

    Ireyo charges right through, swinging the massive broken sword about her like a whirlwind. She's the first to break onto the square, but the Electi stand in her way now. Several throwing knives from Terog's arsenal fly past her ears and hit the horse of the one in front. It bucks, throwing off its rider and stalling those behind it. Forced to fan out to the sides, one Electi gets picked off by a sticky bolt from Daica. 

    The rabbit demon kicks the downed rider in the face and jumps up while swinging her weapon on its chain. When she reaches the apex of her leap, the blade comes down on another Electi, who raises his shield to block it. But the heavy weapon cuts through the steel as if it were butter and severs the arm underneath. It continues down and cuts through the rider's thigh and the horse's flank, causing it to jump from pain and throw off the wounded man before collapsing onto him. 

    Finally, Kamii joins Ireyo and slams her crab pincer into the last remaining rider's horse from below. The impact travels through the mount's belly and causes its hooves to leave the ground. A moment later, the rider is launched off the saddle due to the animal's spine bending upward. 

    When the man comes down flailing his limbs in terror, Kamii's cursed arm is there to swat him out of the air, sending him barreling through the sides of Isidor's chariot. The mangled body continues to roll across the entire village center before coming to a stop on the other side, where the werewolves are tearing through the Alliance soldiers. 

    "Impressive." The Chosen Knight expresses his respect for Kamii's strength, then turns to grin at his opponent. With a flex of his entire body, he pushes the minotaur back. Then he releases one hand to deliver a resounding punch against the bull demon's helmet that throws him backward. Although the armor doesn't break, the impact is enough to shake his brain. 

    Terog cuts his way through the last soldier and throws two knives at Isidor in one swift motion. The Chosen Knight walks toward Kamii and spreads his arms, letting the projectiles bounce off his chiseled chest as if they hit steel. Laughing at the attempt in a boastful tone, he focuses on the little dark elf, who runs at her opponent fearlessly. 

    From the side, Ireyo charges in with her broken sword. Kamii notices her from her peripheral vision and dances around Isidor's other side to force him into choosing who to face. But to her surprise, the towering man lowers his upper body and charges at her much like the minotaur did to him earlier. 

    Suddenly, something explodes into his face, and he veers off course. Even then, Kamii has to bend her body to avoid the Chosen Knight's big sweeping arms. Still, she doesn't miss the opportunity to get a slash in with her dagger against his flank. It bounces off his skin the same way Terog's throwing knives did despite being crafted by the Master Smith, Ireyo herself. 

    Emerging from the cloud of fire and smoke, Isidor appears wholly unhurt. Daica only found enough ingredients for a few special crossbow bolts, and this explosive vial was her last one. Still, it was on the same level as those that could rip through enchanted armor. Any other person would have had their head scattered across the square, but the Unassailable Knight lives up to his title. 

    "That was a surprise." Coughing once, Isidor turns to look at Daica, who hastily reloads her crossbow with a regular bolt. Right then, Ireyo jumps up toward his back and swings her massive weapon. With an unexpectedly nimble spin, he slaps her out of the air as if she were a pesky fly. 

    Terog charges at Isidor and slides underneath his wild swing while running the shortsword across the latter's leg tendon. However, it doesn't even cut the Chosen Knight's skin, causing the Wanderer to stare in surprise for a split second too long. A kick to his stomach sends him rolling across the ground. 

    Kamii's cursed arm comes down on the Unassailable Knight's back, but he doesn't even flinch under the impact. Her curse combo counter has reset, so she has to stack it back up. Chandra taught her that she might have incredible damage potential, but most enemies who aren't taken out after her first three hits will likely never let her hit them again. 

    "What was that? Did you not have more strength in that arm of yours?" Isidor turns around and looks down at the little dark elf with an almost disappointed expression. 

    Without warning, the minotaur crashes into Isidor from the side and tackles him down. But instead of falling, the Chosen Knight plants his feet and grabs the bull demon's arms before forcing them off himself. Grabbing his wrists, he swings the much heavier opponent around like a hammer thrower, forcing Kamii to lie down flat to avoid being hit. When the champion lets go, the minotaur crashes into a nearby house and takes its entire front wall with him. 

    Terog's throwing knife hits Isidor's temple, causing him to turn around to the suhra warrior, who has somewhat recovered from the kick. This takes his attention from Kamii, who gets a hit in on his thigh. But because of the earlier interruption, her combo has restarted again. 

    However, Ireyo has gotten back to her feet and throws her chain around Isidor's wrist. She's only doing it to divert his attention because she has realized that Kamii's cursed arm possesses an extraordinary power that requires certain conditions to activate. Terog wasted another throwing knife despite knowing that it had no use against the Chosen Knight's impenetrable skin for that very same reason. 

    Kamii avoids Isidor's hand grabbing at her head by ducking under it, then hits his calf with double the earlier force. That's when he appears to realize how her power works. But before he can finish the thought, one of the werewolves breaks through onto the square and jumps onto him to bite his jugular. 

    "You pests!" Isidor catches the werewolf by the throat and crushes it with an almost casual closing of his hand, then throws him to the side. When he pulls on Ireyo's chain, he realizes that the broken sword it's attached to has been stabbed all the way up to its hilt into the ground. 

    Daica's regular bolt flies at the Chosen Knight's face, but he catches it with his teeth and spits it toward Terog. The latter barely dodges it and finds that it embeds itself into the dirt behind him as if it had been fired from a heavy crossbow. He throws his last knife, aimed at Isidor's eyes right after he staggers from Kamii's third hit. 

    The other two werewolves finally take down the last humans on their side and join the fray. Surrounded on all sides, the Unassailable Knight realizes his situation, but he doesn't look daunted at all. After all, his title implies that he's invulnerable. 

    Terog opens the fight by throwing his hatchet while running at him. Isidor slaps it out of the air and turns to Kamii. But the two werewolves leap over a dozen paces, and one jumps onto his back. The other sinks his teeth into the towering man's calf. Of course, he doesn't pierce the champion's skin, but it holds him in place just enough for the little dark elf to hit his thigh with her fourth hit. 

    The impact travels through Isidor's bones, and he loses his footing, falling forward onto his knees. With this, he realizes that he can no longer underestimate the threat that she poses and quickly grabs the werewolf on his back. 

    That's when the minotaur bursts out of the building he was thrown into and charges at Isidor. It draws his attention toward the bull demon for just a moment, allowing the werewolves to pull back. 

    Kamii doesn't miss the opportunity and swings at Isidor for the fifth hit. However, the Chosen Knight quickly delivers a backhanded strike at the little dark elf. But Ireyo yanks on the chain still wrapped around his other wrist and pulls him off-balance just enough for his swing to barely graze Kamii's pointy ear. 

    Then her cursed arm connects with his shoulder, visibly and audibly dislocating it. He looks down at himself in surprise, then raises his head just in time to meet the minotaur's granite gauntlet with his nose. But even this impact barely even shakes him. 

    Before he can grab the bull by his horn with his chained hand, Kamii comes in for her sixth hit. It's an upward swing at Isidor's chin, which connects right on target. A normal human's jaw would have caved into its skull from below at this point, but his head is only thrown into his neck with incredible force. 

    It causes his upper body to bend back and forces him back onto his feet, but the Chosen Knight is visibly shaken. Staggering two steps, he can barely stay standing from having his brain rattled and no longer perceives his surroundings. 

    Not missing this opportunity, the minotaur grabs Isidor's waist and lifts him off the ground. With a powerful downward motion using his entire body, he slams the Chosen Knight's back into the ground, whipping his head onto the pavement. Ireyo rushes forward with her sword and brings it down on his throat like a guillotine. 

    But Isidor regains his bearings due to that impact and catches the blade with his palm. It digs into his skin and scrapes against his bones, drawing blood for the first time when nothing before could. He stares at the weapon embedded in his hand in utter surprise, causing him to miss Kamii appearing from the other side until the last moment. 

    The crab pincer comes down on his face and caves in his skull. 

    In an instant, the battle is over, and the village square is steeped in surprised silence. Everybody stares at Kamii and her cursed arm, but she simply lifts it off Isidor's crushed face and swings it once to rid it of blood and bones. 

    "Cool arm." The minotaur grunts when he rights himself and mutters toward Kamii. His reverberating bass voice is unexpectedly calm despite his earlier attitude of trying to go through the wall that was Isidor head-first until it worked. Lifting the arm in question as a response, Kamii notices that it's still stained with blood and frowns. 

    "The humans are fleeing." Terog limps over while looking at the four streets leading up to the village center. The remaining raiders get on their horses and ride away in terror after witnessing the Chosen Knight getting killed by a handful of demons. "I didn't think we could beat him when I understood his power." 

    If it had been a mage Chosen Knight, Terog could have potentially assassinated them by himself. But the physical type that can shrug off a minotaur's charge is something he can't deal with. But he's also referring to the fact that he didn't know about Kamii's cursed ability. 

    "Don't give chase!" The little dark elf calls out to the two werewolves who are almost out of the village square in an attempt to hunt down the routed raiders. They already took out the most important target; the humans running away are nothing more than conscripted peasants. 

    "Are you the Exile?" Ireyo suddenly asks the minotaur, who remains silent at her question. 

    "Who?" Kamii sheathes her dagger and looks at the rabbit demon, then the massive black bull looming over them. He's almost twice her height, making even Chandra look short in comparison. 

    "The Exile?" Terog wonders and scrutinizes the minotaur's face. It would appear that he recognizes him as his eyebrows twitch upward slightly and stay there. Then he grins sardonically. "What's the most famous minotaur in the Dominion doing in this backwater village?" 

    "Stop it." Raising her hand, the little dark elf stops the Wanderer from teasing the Exile. "I don't care who he is. He helped us." 

    That appears to surprise the minotaur, who bends down to take a closer look at Kamii. He realizes that she isn't a demon but a dark elf with a cursed arm, and the fact that she doesn't know who he is means that she must have come from outside the Dominion. 

    "I'm Zancrax." He introduces himself and glances at the other two demons and then the two werewolves tending to their regenerating comrade. The latter shy back a little under the brown-eyed gaze, interpreting it as a glare. Minotaurs are known to dislike their kind. 

    "I'm Kamii. These are Terog, Ireyo... and the one hiding over there is my sister, Daica." Kamii skips the werewolves as she can't recall their names and points at her sister standing at the corner of an alleyway a distance away. 

    The members of the Blood Pack hang their ears and tails at being forgotten so easily despite having carried her party for almost an entire fortnight. Daica flinches under the sudden attention from the giant bull demon. 

    "Thank you for your help." Zancrax nods and turns away as if to depart. But Kamii uses her crab pincer to grab his wrist quickly. It causes him to stop and look down at it in surprise. 

    "Do you have somewhere you must go?" She asks him, knowing the answer to that question from Terog's earlier words and Zancrax's title. The minotaur doesn't reply and scrutinizes Kamii for a while, but the little dark elf doesn't waver under his gaze. 

    "I simply wander to find redemption." Finally, he shrugs and replies in a calm tone, his movements accompanied by the scraping sound of his granite armor plates. 

    "Kekekeke... crime, punishment, redemption." Suddenly, a familiar voice echoes across the village square, and Kamii looks up to realize that the ridges of every roof are laden with silent crows. They must have gathered during their battle against Isidor. And among them sits the Stormcrow, her toothless grin and milky white eyes displaying unadulterated mirth. "The Band of Fate is complete. Thou shalt have thy redemption. Or is it perhaps revenge that thou seeketh? Kekeke..." 

    "Capture her!" Without missing a beat, Kamii orders her party members as the Stormcrow's cackling continues. She doesn't seem at all worried by the little dark elf's words and stares into empty air with her blind eyes while spreading her arms. 

    "The Band of Fate, the Chosen One, the fallen angel... the Crawling Chaos." The crone lists titles one by one, ending on one Kamii didn't expect to hear here. "All dance in the palm of fate." 

    Daica looses a crossbow bolt at the Stormcrow, aiming to nail her cloak to the roof. The crone can hear the whirring sound but doesn't even flinch when the bolt impacts near her bare feet. At the same time, Ireyo stabs her sword in the ground and jumps up onto the first-floor balcony with its chain in her hand. With one more mighty leap, she reaches the roof and pulls her sword up to her. 

    "Thou shalt find the next piece of the puzzle where the false king stakes his claim to the empty throne." Raising her cane, the Stormcrow continues to spout her prophetic verses even as Ireyo approaches. "Face thy fated opposite, and all shalt be revealed!" 

    The rabbit demon throws her chain to bind the crone, but her quick motion causes the crows to take off in a hurry. The weight at the end of the chain hits one of the birds, scattering it into a bloody and feathery mess from the sheer force of her throw. But that causes her to miss the intended target, who raises her hands to the sky as if praying to a higher power. 

    "All shalt be revealed... kekeke..." A storm of black feathers rises and obstructs everybody's view on the Stormcrow. Ireyo has to shield her eyes and misses the moment the crone disappears completely. "All shalt be revealed! Kekekekeke..." 

    Like an echo on the wind, her voice remains even as the crows scatter in all directions and leave behind only a rain of feathers. Once again, the blind seer has eluded Kamii's grasp. Clicking her crab pincer in displeasure, the little dark elf thinks about this prophecy, then looks at the others while they gather around her once more. 

    "Guess we gotta listen to her. She's always right, ya know." Terog suggests with a shrug but flinches from the pain in his stomach. Much like the ajura, the Wanderer knows the legends surrounding the Stormcrow and that her prophecies always come true. Chandra claimed the same. 

    "What happens if we don't?" The little dark elf asks in a defiant tone. She coldly glances at where the Stormcrow sat only moments ago; all the crows are gone now, but she's sure that the crone has some means of observing them from afar. What would her reaction be if Kamii decided to ignore the prophecy? 

    "I don't know. Never happened before." Scratching the stubble on his chin, the suhra replies with a bewildered tilt of his head. It would appear that no demon ever suggested actively going against the Stormcrow's prophecies. After all, they always seem to be to the benefit of those who receive them. 

    "She didn't need to tell us. We're going to Phoshand anyway." Kamii taps her foot in annoyance; being told to do something only makes her not want to do it. In either case, she will have to discuss all of this with Senka, the most down-to-earth and skeptical person she knows. "Let's go." 

    With these words, the little dark elf waves at the werewolves to get ready. The one whose throat was crushed is back on his feet, although his breathing is still rasping. 

    "Hm." After walking a few steps, Kamii turns around and looks up at Zancrax, who was listening to the Stormcrow's mysterious divination and the party's conversation in silence. His eyes widen a little when he meets her amethyst galaxy irises - they exude a sense of unwavering determination seldom seen even among the hardheaded minotaurs. "Are you coming?" 

    Zancrax blinks his eyes once, then twice. Finally, his nostrils twitch, and he snorts in amusement. Not the Stormcrow's words, but the firm will behind those eyes - maybe they will guide him to the redemption he seeks.

  


   
    Chapter 141 - Cross-Country Expedition 

      

      

    Lenoly looks back at the smoking ruins of Arkaim when they reach a hill at the edge of the Fields of Huwinn. It has been a day since the attack, and the fires have been all but put out. But it will take a long time for the city to be rebuilt to its former glory. If the Dominion ever gets a chance, that is. The all-out Alliance invasion is coming. 

    The little bakari wants to sear the image of the burning city into her memory, hoping to return to find it in a better shape. She's now part of the expedition to the Kingdom of Lares to thaw Asoko out, and she doesn't know if she will ever make it back. 

    The expedition consists of Lenoly and Tamariki, seven demon maids, and is led by none other than Ninlil herself. The towering red demon is responsible for the frozen Asoko, carrying her in a wrapped bundle on her back. Meanwhile, centaur maid Helleis pulls a cart with supplies for those who are physically too weak to do it for themselves. 

    The capital has been burned down, and many of its inhabitants have been massacred. But the humans didn't loot and left in a hurry, so the expedition could stock up for the journey from the castle's storeroom. It will be a march with little time to rest; they need all the supplies they can get. 

    Every human invasion starts at Pontis Daemonis and goes south along the shoreline to blockade the major ports. The last significant port town in the south of the Dominion is Gaislaic, where famous blockade runners go to retire since before Aldeath's time. 

    Ninlil said that she knows a skilled captain there who can bring them across the Alliance-infested Solus Ocean. They only need to make it to Gaislaic before the humans reach it with their full force. For that purpose, their first stop lies in Rodens, where they will procure a Basilisk. It will carry them to their destination within one moon, whereas it would take them more than two on foot. 

    Rodens is the largest fortress city of the Kirali clan, one of the Four Great Clans. It's perceived as the most influential one of the four even when they still served under Aldeath. The Petsobek, the elite forces consisting of humanoid crocodilians within the kirali reptilefolk, live and train in Rodens. They're warriors second only to the ajura, who have seen centuries of distinguished service in the wars against the humans. 

    The Blood Pits of Rodens are famous training grounds for all kinds of demons who seek to improve their skills. Unlike in Ajurai, the fortress of the Ajura clan, nobody perceived unworthy is turned away. Even the weakest members can contribute as a part of the food chain in the pits. 

    It's a relentless march of four days to reach Rodens - or two for the Petsobek to reinforce the capital in case of an emergency. However, with the surprise attack on Arkaim, there was no time for any outside help. A winged messenger has flown through the night to report to the Kirali clan nonetheless. 

    The sun burns down on them from above, and their only reprieve is some shade from the jagged rock formations pointing skyward. One legend says that these are the remnants of a monumental battle between two gods long before demons settled in this land. Another whispers that a titanic creature sleeps under the dry dirt, and these are merely its spines sticking out. 

    Whatever the story behind the unnatural-looking rock formations, the Herelier wasteland in itself is the result of demon activity. It's named after Demon Lord Herelier, the fifth Overlord of the Dominion. He wanted to expand the Fields of Huwinn, named after his father and predecessor, and applied the same farming practices all across what has since become a dry wasteland. 

    Every attempt to reinvigorate the land since then has failed, and the once lush surroundings of Arkaim have turned irrevocably barren. It's the prime example that human propaganda points to for what will happen to the entire world if the corruption exuded by demonkind is left unchecked. 

    During the nights, it gets cold in the mostly moisture-less wasteland. The expedition huddles together and tries to get as much sleep as they can before they need to continue their journey once the first rays of the sun peek over the horizon. Although they're in the middle of the Dominion, they still put up night guard duty in case the humans return. It's a sign that peace truly has been shattered. 

    On the second day, they encounter a dust cloud in the distance. By the end of the day, they would have left the wasteland for grassland and small forests where they could have hidden. But here, they're fully exposed to whatever is heading their way. 

    "'is a Kirali army." Khuko reports from midair, using her excellent eyesight to spot the scaly reptilefolk from Rodens. They must have set out the moment the messenger from Arkaim reached them. 

    They can't avoid meeting the kirali, so they can only keep marching. The maids are no longer dressed in the uniforms the late Queen Pelomyx designed for them. Their mission has to be a secret to all but those in the highest positions; the Alliance can never learn of it. Therefore, they need to pose as refugees to fool even other demons. 

    Soon, the origin of the dust cloud comes into view. It's an army of Petsobek, single-mindedly heading for Arkaim after learning of the attack. Their crocodilian pupils are narrowed under the bright midday sun, and their tails whip around with every step they take. Seeing them march in perfect order belies their unquenchable bloodthirst on the battlefield. 

    The army leader spots the expedition and raises a hand to signal his soldiers to spread out and surround them. They leave unexpectedly large gaps between each other, but it's clearly not out of carelessness. The Crescent Reavers, gigantic half-moon blades with three handlebars that all Petsobek wield have enough reach to cut apart anybody who would try to run past them. 

    "Identify yourself!" A bronze-scaled crocodilian who appears to be the commander demands of them while catching his breath. His army must have been running through the night from Rodens to make it this far within a day. 

    "Is that Nilotec I see?" Ninlil calls out to the Petsobek in a genuinely happy tone. "How you have grown!" 

    "Who... Mistress Ninlil, is that you?" Reptilian faces barely show emotions, but Nilotec's widened yellow-green slit eyes indicate his surprise as much as his voice does. 

    "How is your father doing?" The catgirl walks forward and asks with a warm smile. But the Petsobek commander blinks his eyes a few times using his nictitating membrane without answering. He must be too perplexed from seeing the former maid leader here in the middle of the Herelier wasteland to answer. 

    "The legendary Ninlil?" Some of the other crocodilians whisper among themselves, causing the catgirl's ears to twitch. 

    "What are you doing here?" Nilotec catches himself and asks, his voice stopping the muttering among his troops. He turns his head to eye Ninlil more closely, as if to make absolutely sure that she's the real one. 

    "We're on a secret mission that will decide the fate of the Dominion." The catgirl readily reveals the goal of their expedition, causing Lenoly to stare at her wide-eyed. But when she looks around, none of the maids appear shocked by that. 

    It dawns on the little bakari that the Petsobek, the top elites among the Dominion's armies, are fiercely loyal to demonkind. Not one of them would ever betray the nation, so Ninlil is comfortable telling their commander of their task. 

    "Where are you headed? Do you require an escort?" Nilotec asks without inquiring about Ninlil's long absence from the Dominion. It would seem that Queen Pelomyx never publicly condemned her as a traitor for fleeing the nation thirty winters ago. 

    "We're on our way to Rodens. We need a Basilisk that can take us across the Degar steppes to Gaislaic. No need for an escort, though." Explaining without any hesitation, Ninlil dispenses with any restraints. She seems to be used to asking people for things and expecting to get them without question. And sure enough, Nilotec responds with a respectful nod of his crocodile head. 

    "War Basilisks are in the main force behind us. You won't have to wait for long." The Petsobek commander gestures behind him. A dust cloud rising over the horizon announces the approach of the aforementioned main force. Then he turns to one of his adjutants, who are only distinguishable from the rest of the Petsobek warriors by the differently-shaped war paint on their faces and shoulders. "Ranin, you and your men will stay with Mistress Ninlil and explain the situation to Morelit when he arrives." 

    "Oh, Morelit is coming?" Ninlil's attitude changes once again when she hears a familiar name. "He must have grown big as well. The last time I saw him, he was barely taller than me!" 

    Lenoly stares at the tiny catgirl and then up at Nilotec. She can't imagine one of the mighty Petsobek ever to be as small as the former maid leader. The towering crocodilian tilts his head, and the corner of his mouth curls up ever so slightly into a wry smile. That must be the extent of movement the reptilian's face can make. 

    "My little brother was too young back then to recognize you now. Ranin will make sure you get what you need." He then raises a clawed hand and waves at his troops still surrounding the expedition. They move away and fall back in line. "I'd love to catch up, but we need to get to Arkaim." 

    "I understand. The people will be glad to see you. Your presence is always reassuring." Ninlil's expression turns motherly as she lets her gaze move across the giant crocodile warriors. 

    "I wish you good fortune in your endeavor." Lowering his head, Nilotec pays the little catgirl his respects. Then he straightens his back as much as he can - Petsobek are naturally hunched forward - and raises his voice. "Move out!" 

    A growling roar runs through the Petsobek army, and Nilotec sets off without looking back. Over a thousand pairs of clawed feet shake the earth as they stomp past the expedition. Only ten crocodilian warriors remain with Ranin, who stands at attention before the maid leader. 

    They wait in silence until the Kirali main army behind the vanguard comes into view. A contingent of Petsobek leads it, but other kirali subspecies form the bulk of this force. Lumbering behind them are two dozen massive four-legged lizards with short and broad snouts. Armored howdahs are secured on their backs, shaking with every thundering step. These are War Basilisks, monstrous lizards with venomous bites and powerful bodies that can even wrestle with the Alliance's dragonkin. 

    They marched all this way just slightly behind the elite vanguard, showing that they have the stamina to run vast distances without rest. The expedition initially wanted to hire Basilisks for civilian use, but Nilotec offering them the kind bred for war is a true blessing. It will surely cut their journey short by a few more days. 

    "Company, halt!" The Petsobek at the front raises a clawed hand into a fist and bellows an order in a deep growling voice. It's relayed and repeated until the entire army comes to a staggered halt. "Ranin, make your report!" 

    "Little Morelit, is that you?" But before the Petsobek adjutant can speak up, Ninlil walks forward with a beaming smile. She appears to be even more motherly with the younger crocodilian than she was with his older brother. "You have grown so splendidly." 

    "Who are you?" Stepping forward to meet the tiny catgirl halfway, Morelit asks with narrowed eyes. He's even taller than his older brother, but his scales are a darker bronze with hints of olive-green bands across his back and tail. It shows that he has yet to lose the last vestiges of his juvenile coloration despite his prodigious size. 

    "Of course, you wouldn't remember me. I'm Ninlil. I played with you when you were only this small." Ninlil raises a hand to denote a height a little above her own. It causes the Petsobek to turn his head sideways to eye the tiny catgirl more closely. 

    A murmur runs through the army once more. The Kirali clan has several long-lived demon species among their ranks, so it's likely that some of the soldiers still know her from when she was working under Aldeath. Morelit glances at them before narrowing his eyes once more. 

    "Nilotec orders us to give her expedition a War Basilisk. They are on a mission in the name of the throne." Ranin uses that brief moment of silence to make his report. Morelit snaps his head around to glare at the smaller Petsobek - or at least Lenoly perceives his look as such. 

    "Brother, huh? What is this mission about?" Lowering himself and seemingly glaring at Ninlil with one eye from up close, Morelit inquires with a healthy dose of skepticism. The little catgirl walks forward and gently touches his snout, catching the Petsobek by surprise. But as if that jogged his childhood memories, his eyes cloud over for a moment. "Oh. Mistress Ninlil." 

    Morelit gets down on one knee and closes his eyes. Ninlil smiles warmly and puts a hand on his cheek. The Kirali army watching in the back remains silent, but not one of them thinking that their commander's behavior toward the tiny catgirl makes him look weak. 

    "You do remember me. I regret not being able to see you grow up." She mutters in a rueful tone. 

    "No, you must have had your reasons." Opening his eyes, Morelit replies with a slight shake of his head. 

    "Our mission takes us to Gaislaic and then beyond the borders of the Dominion." Ninlil whispers, just enough for the commander to hear. Unlike with the vanguard earlier, there are kirali other than Petsobek in this army. While the likelihood of any member of the reptilefolk colluding with humans is low, it's best not to risk anything. "We have to move fast before Gaislaic is blockaded by the Alliance navy." 

    "So it really happened." Growling aggressively, Morelit expresses his anger openly. The messenger that flew from Arkaim to Rodens through the night reported the death of Queen Pelomyx and that the Alliance army has besieged Pontis Daemonis. Surely, Ophalen must have denied the queen's death as a lie, having seen her power first-hand many times. But now that members of Arkaim castle's Maid Corps have left their posts for a mission outside the Dominion, the worst has been confirmed. 

    "Yes. Queen Pelomyx is dead. We're tasked with bringing back her heir." The catgirl explains, keeping her wording vague on purpose. Even if the Petsobek are unwaveringly loyal, learning that the only heir to the Dominion throne could be considered dead right now could shake their morale. 

    "I see. We just need to hold out until you return, then." With this simple statement and what Lenoly can only perceive as a fearless grin, Morelit stands up and turns to his army. "Free up a War Basilisk!" 

    The kirali soldiers immediately get to work without questioning their commander's orders, dismounting and unloading the closest Basilisk with precise movements. Only the rider, a small lizard with iridescent sandy scales, remains seated at the base of the beast's neck. He's needed to guide the War Basilisk, as unlike civilian-bred ones, it only listens to the handlers it has grown up with. 

    "Do you have enough supplies for the journey?" Morelit asks while eyeing the expedition's luggage. His gaze is drawn to Tamariki, who carries a huge wrapped package with an awkward shape. But judging that it's something important for the mission, he doesn't inquire further. "We have plenty to go around." 

    "Thank you, but we have more than enough to last us to Gaislaic." Shaking her head with a grateful smile, Ninlil declines the offer. 

    "Then let me at least help you up." With what constitutes a smile, Morelit offers. He then walks over to the side of the Basilisk and bends his tail toward Ninlil. The catgirl nimbly climbs up the ridge on his back all the way to his shoulder before jumping onto the howdah. 

    Lenoly can't believe that a commander of the Petsobek would offer his own body as a footstool for anybody. But that just goes to show how much respect he has for the former maid leader. 

    This becomes even more evident when he doesn't offer the same service to the other maids, who have to climb up using the rope ladder instead. They quickly load the contents of the cart and their backpacks onto the howdah before joining Ninlil. The massive War Basilisk's back can comfortably carry all members of the expedition except for Helleis. 

    As a centaur, Helleis has the speed and stamina to keep up with the massive war beast. Unburdened by any luggage, she will gallop beside the others for the rest of the journey. 

    But Tamariki decides that she wants to walk on her own two feet as well. To experience the Demon Continent's soil, according to her words. Lenoly made the connection that she and Rewera could be related when she saw the maid leader reveal her true form. If the red-skinned demon is indeed a Rangatira, she will be the last of the whole expedition to tire. 

    "I wish you good fortune, Mistress Ninlil." Saluting the catgirl standing atop the howdah, Morelit says his farewells. The Kirali army parts and makes way for the War Basilisk, upon which the rider snarls a command. With a roar, the massive reptilian begins to move. 

    "I hope to see you again when I return." Calling out to the Petsobek commander, Ninlil waves as they depart. Lenoly watches the faces of the reptilefolk all around them, who stare with curious eyes as their war beast carries the expedition away. 

    When they're clear of the army, the Basilisk rider growls another command. With a shudder that runs across the whole beast and the howdah on its back, it lowers its body and begins to speed up. The undulating movements cause everybody to get thoroughly shaken, and they have to hold onto the handrails to remain on their feet. 

    Lenoly can't imagine traveling like this for over a moon and looks at Helleis and Tamariki running freely next to them with a hint of envy. 

      

    Two days later, the expedition finds itself in the depths of the Warlan mountains south of Rodens. A well-maintained road leads through its valleys and the homeland of the Kirali clan. While the fortress city of Rodens is the training grounds of the elite Petsobek, the vast majority of the clan's numbers can be found in these lush jungle valleys shielded by the mountains. 

    The valleys of the Warlan mountains display a unique phenomenon in which their climate is far warmer and more humid than their continental location should allow. Nobody understands how rainforests like those the Kirali call their home can exist. It's surrounded by the much colder climate of the Degar steppes in the south and the barren Salter mountains across the Erbilan valley in the north. 

    But not looking a gift Nightmare in the mouth, the reptilian demons make good use of the climate to nurture their numbers in constant preparation for war against the humans. 

    The War Basilisk rider acting as their guide turned out to be female. She's Carlia, belonging to the Eugon - one of the many species of kirali of small stature specialized in aspects of war the big-bodied reptilians like the Petsobek or Samari can't engage in. Her family has been in the line of Basilisk-breeding and riding for many generations. She thinks it an honor to ride in the army of the illustrious Petsobek that command the Kirali clan's main forces. 

    Of course, aiding Ninlil and her expedition is a task of equal honor, as she heard many tales of the former maid leader and her role in King Aldeath's ascension. As such, she doesn't ask about the details of their journey and follows Ninlil's orders as if they were Morelit's. 

    Since they have the supplies and don't need to make any stops aside for water, they will clear the Warlan mountains within seven days. After that comes a stretch of steppes followed by hilly grassland dotted by forests. Finally, they need to cross the much steeper and inaccessible Herebronn mountain range that acts as a natural barrier against invasions from the southeast. 

    As the War Basilisk trudges on the road through the Kirali homeland, Carlia points at monuments and landmarks while explaining the history behind them. Most of the maids are exhausted from the humid climate and the constant swaying of the howdah, so they can barely listen. But Tamariki hangs onto every one of the Basilisk rider's words with glittering eyes. It shows that she genuinely loves learning about the Dominion and its history. 

    When they climb the slope of the last mountain that will lead them out of the Warlan mountains, Tamariki looks back at the lush jungle with the same kind of melancholy longing expression that Carlia's gaze suggests. The two have grown into close friends in the short nine days since their journey together began. 

    In the evening of the tenth day since departing Arkaim, they're clear of the last hills and reach the eastern edge of the Degar steppes. If they weren't traveling on a War Basilisk, they would have to keep a constant lookout for centaur bandits that plague these parts. But even the most powerful bands of the hooved demons know not to mess with the Dominion's regular military, and least of all with the Kirali clan. 

    Their journey to the Herebronn mountain range will take nearly a fortnight. The Basilisk can display its full speed and stamina in the flat terrain, and it will make great progress even without any roads. 

    Lenoly spots bands of centaurs keeping a respectful distance to the War Basilisk along the way. They appear to be more interested in Helleis and Tamariki, who carries Asoko on her back even now while keeping pace. But they would never dare to attack the Kirali clan, even if it's only a lone war beast. Thus, the expedition crosses the Degar steppes without incident. 

    On the fourth day into the steppes, Carlia requests a two-day break for the War Basilisk. The massive lizards gorge themselves on meat that lasts them a full moon, but it has already grown relatively thin since it had to exert more energy than usual. Ninlil not only grants the request but offers the expedition's help to catch feed for the Basilisk. 

    The same evening, the maids return with their quarry, with varying levels of success. Of course, being native to the steppes, Helleis made the biggest catch and carries a cattle-like animal on her back. Carlia has to hold the War Basilisk in check so that it doesn't jump on the centaur and devour her whole alongside the feed. Tamariki, who takes her role of keeping Asoko safe very seriously, declined to join the hunt despite looking very jittery while awaiting everybody's return. 

    The next day, while the Basilisk is digesting, the maids laze about in a rare display of slobbishness. Riding on a swaying beast's back has exhausted them almost as much as walking would have, so they're taking the opportunity to rest as well. Even Ninlil is rolled up on a rock and sleeping like the cat she is. 

    Lenoly looks at the horizon where the Herebronn mountains are yet to be seen. She knows that while they rest here, demons are fighting for their survival against the human invasion. Hopefully, the Four Great Clans have organized the defenses by now. Still, without a leader equal to Queen Pelomyx, the Dominion's chances are bleak. 

    Finally, when they set off again on the third day, the little bakari gazes back at the steppes they already crossed. The Warlan mountains have been out of sight since the second day, but in the haze of the distance, she imagines seeing the snow-covered tips of its tallest peaks. How long will it take before they come back here? 

    Before long, the War Basilisk hits its stride again, and the constant shaking blows all thoughts out of Lenoly's mind. Even a fortnight of riding on the beast's back hasn't accustomed her to the swaying. At least she no longer has to focus on forcing down the contents of her stomach periodically. 

    Thus, she and most of the other maids miss the relatively quick transition from the rather dry Degar steppes to lusher grasslands. It marks the halfway point between the Warlan mountains to the Herebronn mountain range. 

    Resting at night and running throughout the day as long as the sun is visible, the War Basilisk swiftly takes them across the rolling plains toward the towering black Herebronn mountain range in the distance. Unlike the well-maintained infrastructure in the Warlan mountains, only two hidden trails lead to and from Gaislaic through the natural barrier that defends the southeast of the Dominion. 

    Lenoly is reminded of the similar situation that Chloe and the dark elf sisters went through in the Kongensgrad. Daica told her that with the onset of winter, they had to go through the underground dwarven kingdom of Rathgolim. However, in their case, it's a choice between a shorter but narrow and dangerous path over the mountains or the broader valley route that takes two more days. 

    As the leader of the expedition, Ninlil decides to take the safer albeit slower approach. The only person to complain is Tamariki, who wants to take the scenic route to see more of the landscape even if it's more dangerous for the War Basilisk to cross. But when the little catgirl puts down her foot, the towering Rangatira backs off like a scolded child. 

    Lenoly knows from first-hand experience that the former maid leader and dorm mother of the Royal Academy has the power to back up her attitude. 

    As the War Basilisk wades through a shallow river, Tamariki holds the Asoko statue above her head. The red-skinned demon appears to have limitless strength, as she doesn't even break a sweat despite wading through waist-deep water with her heavy load. 

    Their journey along and in the river takes them through vast valleys and narrow gullies on mostly level ground. It would be easy for an army to pass through without much difficulty. If the Alliance learned of this path, the Dominion would be open to an attack from the southwest. 

    On the twelfth day, they round a jutting cliff created by a grand earth magic ritual many centuries ago to hide this path and exit the Herebronn mountain range. Before them lies a forest that stretches all the way to the distant shores of the Aurel Sea. From here on out, they still have a two-day journey ahead of them before they reach Gaislaic. 

    But nobody thinks of the two more days of swaying on the War Basilisk's back that still lies ahead of them. Even from a distance, the endless blue expanse captivates them with its glittering surface. The only people in the expedition who have ever seen the ocean are Ninlil, Lenoly, and Tamariki. 

    Even for Carlia, it's an entirely new sight, and the Basilisk rider drives the war beast onward with newfound vigor. But Lenoly looks at the ocean with a sense of dread. They will be spending a long time on it for the foreseeable future - unless they're sunk by Alliance ships along the way. A journey of a thousand leagues lies behind them, but another one almost six times as long awaits.

  


   
    Chapter 142 - A Pirate's Life For Me 

      

      

    Gaislaic is a port city built inside a walled bay. Massive chains can be raised from the ocean floor to stop ships from entering or leaving. The harbor is protected by two gigantic towers from which flaming arrows can be shot at invaders. It's both a staging ground for the Dominion navy whenever Pontis Daemonis is contested and serves as the coastal defense against a south-eastern invasion. 

    At least that was the intention when the city was first built. However, due to how far out of the way it is from the Alliance invasions, most of Gaislaic's defenses haven't been maintained. The harbor chains must have already rusted beyond repair at the bottom of the bay, and the fires in the watchtowers are no longer lit at all times. 

    Instead, the city has become a haven where pirates and criminals come to retire. Gambling dens, bars serving moonshine that can blind even a minotaur, and prostitutes cajoling potential customers toward their brothels in broad daylight tarnish the sights of this once disciplined fortress. 

    Of course, most demons know that fact, and not a single member of the expedition came here with the illusion that they would find a seaside paradise. But even Ninlil is taken aback by how rampant crime seems to run in this now wretched hive of scum and villainy. 

    After saying their farewells to Carlia at the gates that were too narrow for the War Basilisk to fit through, they enter the dirty streets of Gaislaic. Only twenty paces into the city, and they're already targeted by pickpockets. They witness a robbery in an alleyway a few moments later, and a tavern brawl spills out onto the streets in front of them before they even make it to the main square. 

    Of course, being composed of combat maids, the expedition members easily fended off any attempts on their belongings. And the towering red-skinned demon Tamariki intimidates even robbers and drunkards into making way for them. 

    "Are you sure this is the right place to find this captain?" Chialdara, the medusa maid, asks with a skeptical look around. Her snake hair is hidden under a hood to keep her identity a secret. Medusae are an incredibly rare mutation in the Gorgon clan, which normally consists of lamia - half-humanoid, half-snakes. Chialdara is famous throughout the Dominion as one of only ten medusae in existence. 

    "He told me back then that he already had a place set up for his retirement here." Ninlil replies with an eyebrow raised at the state of the city. 

    "How do we find this person?" Lenoly asks while looking around cautiously and clutching her staff. She's ready to unleash a fiery explosion if anybody attacks them, although she could leave it to the maids around her. They're capable of fending off even empire elites, after all. 

    "We'll have to ask around. He was an admiral in the Dominion navy until not too long ago." With a shrug, Ninlil states with a very cat-like careless attitude. 

    "What if 'e ain't 'ere? Or died from ol' age?" Khuko wonders with her brow furrowed in healthy skepticism. It has been over thirty winters since the last time Ninlil saw him, so this former admiral may be no longer alive. 

    "He's not one to die even if death came knocking." The catgirl replies without turning around. The maids exchange a confused look with each other, but nobody questions what she means. But that silence compels Ninlil to add something, after all. "You'll understand when you see him." 

    With this cryptic statement, the expedition members are left to their imagination. To some, this nebulous character appears as a massive demon who could match a Petsobek in strength. Others consider that he may be a gentlemanly pirate who could fool even the former maid leader with his charms. 

    "Let's ask around in that tavern." Ninlil points at the largest building on the right side of the city square. It stands opposite the city hall, but even such close government oversight seems to have been unable to halt its moral and physical decay.  

    When they approach the door, it's slammed open outward against the direction of its hinges, and a man tumbles out. His face is bloodied, and his clothes are ripped, indicating that a brawl must be going on inside. With a sigh, Ninlil walks through the broken door and steps inside the tavern. 

    "Please take it outside!" The unfortunate tavern owner yells from behind the counter while plates and bottles fly across the room. Chaos has gripped the entire clientele, and it's not clear who stands on whose side. Men and women alike beat each other up while somebody plays a fittingly hectic tune on the fiddle in the background. 

    Someone rushes at the catgirl, but she sidesteps it casually while heading down the aisle. Tamariki can't enter through the doorway because of the unwieldy package on her back, but a few combat maids follow the former maid leader inside. When they're attacked, they quickly dispatch the assailants with practiced movements. 

    Lenoly watches as Ninlil appears to head somewhere specific, not once getting even close to being hit along the way. Soon, she disappears in the frenzied brawl, and the maids can only stand near the doorway while hoping the catgirl will find what she came to look for. 

    "I would recognize that tune anywhere, Morden." Ninlil calls out to the man standing in the gallery on the second floor playing the fiddle with visible delight. 

    Upon hearing her voice, the music stops abruptly - and with it, the brawl. Everybody is surprised by the sudden absence of the background tune and realizes what has been happening. Then, a lone figure jumps down from the gallery and lands on the counter right in front of the tavern owner. 

    "That be the lovely Mistress Ninlil?!" The peg-legged, slightly rotund man booms in delight. From under the rim of a tricorne peeks out the friendly, fur-covered face of a sea otter. A web of old scars completely hides his right eye, but his left is glittering in joy. He's clad in a waxed dark blue coat and holds a violin and bow in his hands, marking him as the one who used the music to spur on the brawl. The little catgirl leaps up onto the table across from him and crosses her arms with a grin that shows her sharp canines. "Blimey, it really be ye! What brings ye back to the ol' shores?" 

    "It wasn't by choice, but now I'm back in it." Ninlil replies with a shrug and a shake of her head. "What about you? Is this your idea of retirement?" 

    In a pitiful tone, the catgirl asks the sea otter demon while glancing around with a disdainful look that earns her the animosity of the tavern patrons. But they can tell that despite being several heads shorter than most of them, Ninlil carries herself with a powerful presence. 

    "Bah, ye know me. I need me entertainment, or barnacles'll grow on me arse." Slapping his stomach, Morden declares in a delighted roar. Everybody's eyes are drawn toward the two, their presence blowing away everything else in the room. 

    "What say you to another journey, then?" Tilting her head back and looking at the retired captain with a broad grin, Ninlil makes it seem like a challenge. For a moment, Morden blinks his one good eye at her as if unsure what to think. But then he grins as well, revealing surprisingly sharp teeth underneath his deceptively friendly exterior. 

    "Aye, always ready to go on account for a lovely lady." Thumping his peg leg on the counter so hard that it leaves an indentation - much to the tavern owner's chagrin - the captain replies with a meaningful wink at Ninlil. 

    "Oh, you old charmer." Acting coquettish, the catgirl plays along. 

    "Fact be, I got me li'l ship waitin' in port, always ready to go. Just need new hands." Morden explains with a look across the patrons. They furrow their brows at this unabashed attempt at recruitment. 

    "You'll be paid in gold. And if we sink a few Alliance ships along the way, you'll get your fair share, too." Turning around to the unwilling audience, Ninlil joins the captain in cajoling people to join the crew. 

    "Gold and loot to boot. What ye be waitin' fer?" Like a well-practiced duo, Morden reinforces the points that the people in this city will most likely bite into. 

    With just two lines, the catgirl and sea otter have captivated their audience. It shows that the people frequenting this establishment are easily drawn in by money, disregarding the dangers that may lie ahead of them. They're either very desperate, shallow, or daredevils. Or all of these. 

    Morden jumps off the counter, causing the tavern owner to heave a sigh of relief that there won't be more indentations for today. He quickly takes out a cloth that looks clean enough to be used for mopping the floor and wipes the wooden surface where the captain stood. The sea otter demon walks over to Ninlil's table, passing the fiddle to an unrelated bystander, who takes it by pure reflex. 

    "What say ye we go to a more... respectable establishment?" The sea otter demon extends a hand to help the catgirl down in a gentlemanly gesture. Taking the offered hand with the exaggerated grace befitting a noble lady, Ninlil hops down onto a chair and then the floor next to the captain. 

    Lenoly watches from the doorway as the patrons part for the dynamic duo. The otter is about as tall as Anthera, the moth maid, but Ninlil's earlier description of how he wouldn't die even if death came knocking does appear to hold some truth. Morden looks like he has survived many situations that could have killed demons of a lesser caliber. 

      

    The more respectable establishment that Morden mentioned is his ship. He called it little, but it's a well-maintained albeit venerable three-master with a design reminiscent of those built during the Dominion's Age of Conquest four centuries ago. 

    But knowing that Ninlil fought alongside Aldeath and helped him claim the throne of the Dominion, Lenoly can't wave off the ship's design as merely based on a historical depiction. For all she knows, this vessel could have seen service shortly after Aldeath claimed the throne. 

    "Welcome to the Catty Shark!" Morden stands on the gangplank and presents his ship with the same beaming enthusiasm as one would introduce their own child. His eyes are mainly on Ninlil, but he doesn't miss the fact that nine other girls from various clans have come along - aside from the tavern-goers interested in joining the crew. "Say, this be one of those, luv?" 

    "Whatever do you mean?" Playing coy, Ninlil acts as if she doesn't understand the question. It's clear that he's asking if they're smuggling asylum seekers again. 

    "I won't ask if ye don't want to tell." Shrugging, Morden turns to the maids in civilian clothes. His eye stays glued to Tamariki for a good while before realization seems to hit him. "That be... the li'l lassie?" 

    "Yes, it's her." The catgirl replies with a motherly smile. 

    "Shiver me timbers!" The sea otter captain lifts his tricorne and slaps his forehead. "How'd ye grow so big?" 

    "I eat a lot." Tamariki answers the rhetorical question earnestly. It elicits a hearty laugh from Morden, causing the towering demon to raise an eyebrow. 

    "Guess I should've eaten more as a lad, eh?" Patting his stomach, the captain declares with a wry grin. "Food be only doin' this fer me now." 

    "You're still dashing as you were when we first met, Morden." With a flutter of her eyelashes, Ninlil walks up the gangplank. She locks her arm with the captain's before pulling him along onto the ship. Lenoly exchanges a glance with Lervia at the catgirl's peculiar behavior. 

    Most of the maids gingerly ascend the narrow gangplank one by one, but some others hesitate. Helleis stays at the back of the pier, nervously clopping her hooves on the wood. She has never traveled on a boat before, and before them lies the vast ocean with no land in sight. 

    "Is this safe?" Nezera flies around the mast and furled black sails while asking in a skeptical tone. Khuko is already perching on the rim of the crow's nest as if compelled by her gargoyle nature. 

    "I'll have ye know the Catty Shark sailed 'round all o' Ceogath and across the eight seas." Raising a fist in the air, Morden asserts in visibly genuine indignation. "And gargoyle lass, ye better come down. Landlubbers don't belong in the crow's nest!" 

    "I, of all peeps, belong 'ere!" Khuko returns fire in a defiant tone. 

    Suddenly, Tamariki jumps off the pier and leaps over the railing onto the deck with the Asoko package on her back. The entire ship shakes and begins to sway. Everybody stares at the towering demon, stunned by her casual display of strength. 

    "When are we departing?" But contrasting her nonchalantly flashy boarding, her eyes are glittering at the prospect of traveling on a ship. 

    "Aye, when we get all hands on deck." Morden replies with a grin. Then he walks back down the gangplank and scrutinizes the two dozen demons who aren't part of the expedition gathered on the pier. Some of them look drunk, others dirty and dim-witted, and all of them generally appear unfit to serve on a ship. "What qualifications ye got?" 

    While the captain works on the recruits, Ninlil debarks again and walks up the pier to Helleis. The centaur maid is visibly fighting her instincts that keep her hooves on solid land. Her conflicted expression shows that she's trying her best to move, but she never even crossed a river she couldn't stand in, let alone had a swim. 

    "I'm not sure I can do this." Despite being one of the combat maids selected for her battle prowess before her quite attractive looks, Helleis isn't above admitting her fears. 

    "It will be alright. You want to help bring the princess back, don't you?" Ninlil stops a few steps before the centaur maid, who looks down at the little catgirl who stands at only half her height. 

    "Yes, but..." Helleis shifts her eyes to the bay entrance, where ships are constantly coming and going. Beyond the two towers is the endless blue. Once she's out there, as a centaur without any magic capabilities, all she could do is swim until her strength gives out in hopes of reaching an infinitely distant shore. 

    "It's alright; we're with you." Ninlil raises a hand toward Helleis, who bends her human upper body to grasp it delicately. With a warm smile, the little catgirl continues. "Who knows? Maybe you'll enjoy yourself when we're out there." 

    With these words, she turns around to lead the centaur maid down the pier. However, she stops when she sees more than half of the demons who came along due to the promises of riches and loot approach them. Their expressions look annoyed or dejected, meaning that they either don't like their destination or were considered unfit by Morden. 

    "Not one of ye be a seadog, eh?" The captain has his arms crossed and stares down the new deckhands with a disappointed expression. Then he turns around and climbs up the steps to the aftercastle. "Ye be needin' trainin'." 

    Drawing his cutlass and opening a casket, he stabs into it and pulls out a slab of raw meat. Everybody watches in curiosity as he swings the sword and tosses the meat overboard. A moment later, the water begins to churns and turns red before a massive creature breaks through the surface and lands on the pier. 

    "Ya called, cap'n?" The towering shark-faced man with three rows of sharp teeth still bloodied from ripping the slab of meat apart asks while straightening his hunched back as best as he can. He has gray skin save for the lower half of his face and the front of his exposed muscular torso, which is a nearly perfect white. 

    "Tibur, show these landlubbers the ropes." With a disparaging wave of his cutlass in the general direction of the lined-up sailor hopefuls, Morden orders the giant shark demon to work. "Don't be gentle." 

    "When will we be ready to sail?" Ninlil approaches the gangplank and asks, still guiding the shivering Helleis. 

    "The Catty Shark's belly be stocked for many moons of sailin'. But if ye need somethin' specific, ye goin' to have to get it now." Morden replies while glancing at the maids; different demons have different dietary needs. While most can eat meat and fish, many have particular requirements to thrive. 

    "I should go then." Upon hearing that, Helleis takes the opportunity to avoid having to board the ship just yet. The gangplank is too narrow for the centaur maid to climb in her current state, so she's trying to postpone the issue. 

    "No, you need to get used to the ship." Denying her blatant attempt at wiggling herself out of boarding, the former maid leader waves at the maids who're already waiting on deck. Not a single one complains when they walk down the gangplank once more to procure the provisions they need for the voyage. 

    "Let me help you." Tamariki climbs up from the main hatch, the Asoko package on her back already handed over to Zalnee. The arachne maid is now spinning a web below deck to suspend the frozen statue so that it doesn't tumble about during the journey. The red-skinned demon hops over the railing and lands next to Helleis, who stares at her in skepticism. 

    Before she realizes what Tamariki meant, the centaur is already lifted onto the latter's shoulders. With a mighty jump, she boards the ship the same way she did earlier, with an absolutely terrified Helleis her unwilling luggage this time. 

    Placing the shivering maid down on her four hooves, Tamariki gives her a carefree smile. The latter only stares ahead for a moment before her legs give out, and she plops down onto the deck. Morden laughs heartily at the spectacle, but Ninlil reprimands the towering demon for handling the centaur maid recklessly. 

    "Ahoy, Mistress Ninlil." Walking onto the bending and creaking gangplank that looks decidedly too small and weak to support his weight, Tibur waves to the catgirl with a sharp-toothed grin. Then he glances across the new sailors before turning to the captain. "Where we goin', cap'n?" 

    "Ah, ye right. Gotta tell ye that first. Go wake up Genie. She be sleepin' the day away again." Morden remembers something and points at the aftercastle underneath him. "Don't want to repeat meself for ye two scallywags." 

    "Come on, cap'n. I've been with ye for a century. Can't ye call at least me a seadog?" Complaining half-heartedly, Tibur follows his orders without waiting for an answer. But he mutters to himself while opening the door to the crew quarters. "Though I'd prefer seawolf." 

    "Serve 'nother century. Then ye can ask again." Crossing his arms, Morden replies in a grumble. 

    "You're too hard on the young ones." Ninlil pats Helleis's shivering head while looking at the captain with a wry smile. 

    "They need it to grow." Morden sniffs in disdain. 

    As Helleis slowly manages to get back to her hooves and the other maids explore the ship and its rigging, Tibur emerges from the crew quarters once more. Lying on his hunched back is a woman with bright orange hair tied down with a bandanna. She appears completely human at first glance, but then her extremely long and slender but wiry arms come into view. 

    "Stop lazin' around, Genie." The captain reprimands her from atop the aftercastle. 

    "Aye, cap'n." The woman named Genie lazily raises a hand with incredibly long fingers. Then she extends it further and grabs hold of the rigging. Pulling her entire body up by one arm, she hangs off the rigging effortlessly. Her prehensile tail and the opposable toes on her bare feet mark her as a monkey demon. 

    "Now, gather round. I'm only goin' to explain this once." With the introductions out of the way, the captain calls out to everybody. Tibur gestures the rookie sailors to attention. After one last look at Ninlil, Morden explains the journey that lies ahead of them in detail. 

    They will sail northeast on the Aurel Sea, aiming to stop over at the Cape of Vanadia on the Yagrath continent after twenty days on the sea. Since there are no permanent settlements on Yagrath, they will have to forage to fill their food and water stores to the absolute brim for the voyage ahead. 

    At the fastest, they will reach the shores of the Blereath continent in five moons. Afterward, they will wait for the expedition to complete their objective before making the return journey for an overall of nearly an entire winter away from the Dominion. 

    Morden doesn't know the reason for the journey, and nobody in Gaislaic knows about the Alliance invasion yet. Ninlil is confident that the old captain and his crew wouldn't shirk the task even if they learned the truth, but the new sailors are different. If they knew that the Dominion is standing at the precipice, they wouldn't join them on a dangerous journey across the ocean. 

    Out of the nine recruits, two are aquatic demons, and the others are young sailors. Despite the captain's insistence that they're greenhorns, they are surely somewhat capable around a ship. Still, first mate Tibur puts them through the wringer to make the hierarchy aboard the Catty Shark clear. 

    "Once the girls return with provisions, we'll set off." Ninlil joins Morden on the aftercastle and looks across the deck. Tamariki is standing with the sailors while Tibur paces back and forth before them. His height overshadows hers despite his hunched back, but she's only watching him with glittering eyes. Seeing this causes the catgirl to smile warmly; the young Rangatira savors every new experience with almost enviable intensity. 

    "I can tell they be the famed Maid Corps." The captain suddenly whispers behind Ninlil. She doesn't turn around and keeps watching, but her ears are turned toward Morden. "Worry not, dear. I never ask about the passengers. Just tell me this: Is it war?" 

    "Yes." Tilting her head slightly, Ninlil glances at the maids standing by on deck. They're from the combat division, which would serve better in Arkaim castle in case of another attack. But their presence shows that the person they're tasked to protect is here. "Queen Pelomyx is dead." 

    Morden breathes in sharply but then sighs. He never met the queen in person, but he knows that Ninlil took the infant Tamariki and ran away from persecution back then. He must think that she gathered several maids to flee the coming war, similar to what she did back then. 

    In truth, Ninlil had made the dangerous journey because she had feared that Pelomyx would kill Aldeath's baby daughter to solidify her position on the throne. It's ironic that she would make the same journey again, only to help the late Pelomyx's daughter now. 

    Morden can tell that Ninlil has some secrets she doesn't want to share and doesn't inquire further. He looks across deck but glances at the catgirl's lonely back. The two old-timers remain silent while watching the new recruits getting busy. Time always seems to pass them by, and people leave them behind.

  


   
    Chapter 143 - Master And Commander 

      

      

    With the Alliance invasion underway, the Solus Ocean is teeming with ships that transport evermore enemies of the Dominion to its shores. Under these circumstances, it's nearly impossible to avoid getting spotted, as there's no way to hide a sailing ship on the open seas. 

    The most important thing is to avoid a naval battle, which could endanger the critical cargo they carry. Suspended in a spider web in the center of the cargo hold is the frozen Asoko in her true form, and Zalnee is watching over it like a brood mother would over her young. 

    On the twentieth day since their departure from the Dominion, they reach the Cape of Vanadia. Most crew members leave the ship to hunt and forage for food and stock up on water for the last time. It will have to last them for the entire five moon-long journey ahead. The Catty Shark is low in the water from all the weight but still cuts through the waves with surprising ease. 

    Captain Morden said at the start of their journey that he would have to take what he calls 'calculated risks' in their attempt to avoid the most common sea route taken by Alliance ships. As such, they enter the Maelstrom of Chaos on the first day of the second moon on the sea. It's a region marked by unpredictable weather and vortices every seafarer knows to avoid by leagues. 

    "The sea can be a kind lover and a cruel mistress." Morden comments while laughing heartily under the pouring rain and stormy winds. Everybody on deck is scrambling to work the rigs so that the ship doesn't capsize from being blown every which way. Those who can't actively help are below deck, shivering in terror while holding each other close. Most maids can't swim, and even those who can wouldn't survive going overboard. 

    "Maelstrom ahead, cap'n!" Tibur relays the call from Genie hanging from the mainsail, who forwarded it from Khuko in the crow's nest. As if that's an amusing piece of news, the captain roars in laughter. 

    Ninlil already warned the maids that Morden has a grim sense of humor, and the way he leads his crew can only be described as methodical madness. So far, he has shown that he's a dependable captain, but this is a test of his abilities that Lenoly would have preferred not to witness in person. 

    "Furl the sails, ye scallywags, or do ye wanna feed the fish?!" Suddenly, the captain grows serious and bellows over the storm. His old crew members have already started working on it before he gave the command, but it's a wake-up call for the other sailors. 

    The fact that Morden is an aquatic demon and could swim to safety in case the ship sinks is like a constant reminder that if the crew doesn't do its best, he won't be the one to suffer for their mistakes. It would seem that this fact finally dawns on everybody under the given circumstances, and they double their efforts. 

    "Hold onto yer duffle. We be goin' down on the mistress!" The captain turns the steering wheel sharply, and Lenoly watches in horror as the ocean ahead of the bow seems to disappear. Then, the entire ship lists toward the port side, revealing the gigantic maw of the maelstrom Morden steered them into. 

    Khuko screams from atop the crow's nest, her unintelligible howling a reflection of her terror. Up there, the swaying motion the ship just performed must have been enhanced, causing the gargoyle maid to be thrown around in her barrel. Only Ninlil standing next to the captain seems calm and composed, most likely because she trusts his skills. 

    Then Lenoly realizes that the cat demon's claws are digging into the railing, and her two tails are puffed up. She's only putting up a strong front, but her narrowed pupils and tense jaw are all signs that this situation has her more than on edge. 

    This may be the worst time for Lenoly to remember that she can't swim. 

    The ship begins to ride the maelstrom as Morden expertly steers it into the spinning water. Lightning flashes across the sky, and the storm picks up in intensity, throwing rain into their faces nearly horizontally. Lenoly fears that the captain could lose control due to the ever-changing winds and steer the ship into the abyss. 

    But that fear is unfounded, as the sea otter demon grins like the devil Herebronn himself. He suddenly spins around the wheel hard toward starboard, causing the ship to turn away from the maelstrom. The bow lurches upward, and the Catty Shark jumps out of the vortex before cutting through the waves with the momentum it built up from riding the current. 

    "Shahahahahaha!" Morden laughs with his hands on the wheel, exposing his sharp canines to the sky. The wind whips around his cloak, and he grows serious once again, bellowing orders in a voice that carries all the way up to the crow's nest. "Unfurl and reef sails, batten down the hatches! This gunna be a big 'un!" 

    Just as he announced, the moment the sails are opened halfway and tied up, a strong squall carries the Catty Shark forward. The masts creak under the force, leading Lenoly to believe that they would have broken if the sails had been fully opened. Before she can feel admiration for the captain's insight, Khuko screams down from the crow's nest. 

    "Ahahaha! Ya crazy old bastard!" She laughs, but her voice sounds hysterical. Something in her seems to have broken from the continuous terror. "If ya do dis again without warnin', I'll kill ya! Hahaha!" 

    "Shahahaha! Ye rock chicken better be grateful I'm letting ye stay in the crow's nest!" Responding in kind, Morden steers them toward the next maelstrom with mad laughter. Waves as tall as the ship's main mast rise and crash all around them, but he finds the perfect way through it all. Ninlil said his leadership is methodical madness, but Lenoly sees in him the fine line that separates madness from genius. 

      

    "Oeeeeeh..." Khuko retches over the railing while Lenoly pats her back. As a gargoyle, her sense of balance is greater than most other demons. But the maneuvers during the storm were too strong even for her, especially since she stayed in the crow's nest where the movements are further exaggerated. 

    "Pah, so weak! That's why ye landlubbers get no respect from me." Passing by her, Morden comments in a gloating manner. "Leave the crow's nest to Genie." 

    "I won't! 'is perfect for m- oeeeeeeeh..." Keeping her stomach in check for long enough to shoot off one sentence in objection, Khuko hangs her head over the railing again. Lenoly shakes her head and smiles wryly. 

    The little bakari looks around and finds that the moment the storm passed, all the sailors immediately began scrubbing the deck and putting things back into order. Apparently, the saltwater that washed across the deck several times will damage the wood if this isn't done right away. 

    Once Khuko has emptied the contents of her stomach and settles down, Lenoly heads down into the cargo hold. The massive web suspending Asoko in place is unharmed, although water droplets glisten all over its strings under the midday sun shining in through the latticed cargo door above. 

    Nezera hit her head while hanging upside down from a beam. Anthera is applying an ointment to the swelling. The moth maid is still afraid to come out from below deck, and the experience of having water spill inside the cargo hold hasn't made it easier for her. The only reason she hasn't attempted to fly back to the Dominion is Asoko; she has resolved to go down along with her if the ship carrying her sank. 

    Commending her bravery, Lenoly sighs with a smile. She's not sure she could say the same, but it's not her choice in either case. If the ship goes down, the little bakari won't be able to swim to safety on her own anyway, let alone try to drag the Asoko statue with her. 

    Ninlil looks like she weathered everything without breaking a sweat, but Lenoly knows better. Even now, the former maid leader is standing next to Morden at the steering wheel, looking across the sea with a distant gaze. In reality, she must be trying to calm down, as indicated by her nervously swaying tails. 

    The only one who had fun besides the captain is Tamariki. She stood at the bow, grabbing onto the rigging with one hand and enjoying the sight of the maelstrom when they fell toward it. Now, she's giddily climbing up and down the masts, helping Genie with the sails. 

    Even Morden's old crew wasn't happy about his seemingly reckless maneuvering through the Maelstrom of Chaos. It would seem that this was the first time they saw him ride a vortex, but judging by how dead sure he was throughout, it's safe to say that he made this journey a few times. If that's the case, he truly is an incredible captain. 

      

    The Solus Ocean is vast, but they will have to cut north sooner or later, which means they need to pass through the Alliance's busy navy lanes. Going through the Maelstrom of Chaos was so that they could cross those lanes in a nearly perpendicular line rather than diagonally, which would increase the chances of being spotted. 

    Thus, it will only take them six days out in the open before they enter the uninhabited Culon Archipelago, where they can hop between islands at night and stay out of view during the day. Afterward, they only need to worry about the weather and their provisions for the journey across half of Mundia. 

    "Enemy ship sighted!" Khuko suddenly announces from the crow's nest on the fifty-fourth day since they began their journey at sea. She's waving and pointing starboard, but her vantage point means she sees other sails over the horizon before those on deck do. 

    "Ye sure about that?" Skeptical about a landlubber's skills at identifying ships, Morden pulls out a monocular and stares in the pointed direction through his one good eye. The entire crew holds its breaths in silence, waiting for his judgment. The Catty Shark may be one of the fastest ships of the Dominion, but it's still several centuries old. Alliance seafaring technology should have long since left it behind. "Sink me! It flies the empire's flag! Sail ho, three masts! That be a warship!" 

    Lenoly's heart sinks at the confirmation. The crew begins to chatter in open worry, unsure what they can even do to prepare for a battle at sea. The sailors don't know that they have members of the famed Maid Corps on board, several of whom are capable of powerful magic. But even those maids are uncertain; they never had to fight while having to fear for the very ground they stand on. 

    "All hands on deck! Get yer land legs movin' ye scurvy dogs!" Howling across the ship, Morden spurs the crew into action, although they don't understand what to do yet. For now, they gather on deck in two neat rows under Tibur's watchful eyes. 

    Lenoly runs under deck to find Nezera and Anthera. They heard everything that happened and are looking at the little bakari with worried expressions. Alongside Khuko, they are the only maids who can fly. Lenoly considers the possibility of letting them intercept the enemy ship before it comes into range to attack the Catty Shark. 

    "Neither of us have any magic that could sink a ship..." Nezera exchanges a glance with Anthera. The bat maid has dark magic, but most of her spells consist of sensory deprivation. She used them to great effect during the attack on Arkaim when they fought in the hallways, but she can't cast it on enough people that it would matter for a ship's crew. 

    "I can't do much when it's this windy." Anthera glances at her wings, or at least Lenoly thinks she's doing that as her compound eyes don't have pupils. The moth maid is the combat version of Exitial, the poisonous myconid maid. She can fly and quickly scatter her toxic scales across a battlefield without endangering herself or her allies. 

    "I don't think Khuko could fight here either." The bat maid adds with a frown. The gargoyle maid has powerful earth magic that can rival Rewera's, but underneath them is only water that runs who knows how many fathoms deep. "But we can go and scout the enemy out from the air. Maybe we can do something to drive them away." 

    With a look at the silently brooding Zalnee, Lenoly leads the two maids up to the deck. Tibur is drilling the sailors and other maids for situations that could arise when their ship comes under attack. Alliance vessels generally have at least one mage on board, and most often, they are of the fire or wind affinities. Only Chialdara possesses water magic with a focus on healing, so the others will need to know what to do if the ship is set on fire. 

    When it comes to fire magic, Lenoly is relatively confident in her skills. She studied with Chaos and overcame the limitations of her people, who can typically only manipulate fire at a very close range. Lervia, on the other hand, can only cloak herself in flames and create fire barriers. But that will only come into play when the enemy is close enough that they can throw magic at each other already. 

    Nezera and Anthera take off and fly up to the crow's nest to inform Khuko of their mission. Moments later, the three maids separate and head for the enemy ship. Lenoly looks in the direction they are flying, now spotting the white sails appearing over the horizon with her naked eyes. 

    "If they get close enough, I can do something." Tamariki walks over to Lenoly and states with her head tilted back. The little bakari almost forgot how powerful the Rangatira is over her antics around the ship. She could board the enemy ship and take all the humans on it down in no time. 

    "We shouldn't let them get close enough for that." Ninlil calls down to them from beside Morden, who keeps looking through his monocular. He must be interested in how the three flying maids will fare on their scouting mission. 

    Anthera circles around the port side, but a fireball flies up at an incredible speed and narrowly misses her. It explodes behind her, the force knocking her through the air. Luckily, she can catch herself before the next shot and immediately takes her distance. The other two follow suit, and they beat a hasty retreat to the Catty Shark. 

    "See." The former maid leader states with her arms crossed. The scouting mission at least succeeded in teaching them that the enemy has the means to destroy their ship. Morden appears to have come to the same conclusion, as his brow furrows in grim determination. Seeing that gives Lenoly hope. 

    "I'll be damned if these humans can catch up to me Catty Shark!" Hitting the railing before him with his cane, he shouts across the deck. "We'll give 'em a chase across the eight seas if that's what they want!" 

    "Yo ho!" Tibur and Genie cheer and the rest of the crew follows. They need to be in tune to bring out the full potential of this old Dominion warship if they want to outrun the more advanced Alliance vessel. 

      

    "Blimey! That be some old salt!" Morden comments with a laugh. He's referring to the captain of the Alliance warship, who has been relentlessly chasing the Catty Shark for the past three days and nights. The combination of good weather and a bright moon has enabled the enemy to gain on them steadily. When the captain sees Lenoly's surprised expression, he feels compelled to explain. "That means veteran sailor for all ye landlubbers." 

    Nezera and Anthera have repeatedly tried to assassinate the enemy's fire mage at night but were unsuccessful in identifying the person in question. While not wholly wasted efforts, as they killed a few human soldiers on deck, the mage will most likely not show himself until they're in range to attack the Catty Shark at this point. 

    Captain Morden laments time and again that his old crew either died or retired a long time ago. Most of them were aquatic demons like him, so they could have boarded the enemy at night and launched a surprise attack. But now, only he and Tibur are left since Genie sinks like a rock. The new crew members don't even enter his mind. 

    When Lenoly learns that the monkey demon can't swim, she scratches her head. It may be a testament to the fact that she trusts in Morden's ability to steer his ship through every trouble. Or she's just an airheaded daredevil who likes the thrill of the danger. Most likely both. 

    The enemy has released messenger seagulls to request reinforcements from their nearby allies since they confirmed that the Catty Shark is a Dominion vessel. During the last few days and nights, they shot up several bright flares to let them know their position. 

    If the demons can't lose this ship, they might have to deal with more enemies that could beset them from all sides. 

    "Clouds approaching the night after tomorrow. The sea's gunna be black as pitch." Looking across the calm sea, Morden comments. There are no indicators for this, but Lenoly won't doubt the words of a captain who has spent centuries at sea. 

    The sun is about to set on yet another day of watching the enemy gain on them ever so slightly. At the rate they're going, Morden projects that the Alliance ship will catch up to them in two more days. Thus, the black night would be very welcome, as they could lose their pursuers in the darkness. 

    Furthermore, they will reach the Culon Archipelago in three more days, so they can hide in the many coves once the enemy has lost sight of them. If they can make it there, they will be out of the way of any Alliance navy lanes, and their continued journey will be much less eventful. 

    Lenoly borrows Morden's monocular to look at the enemy ship. She can make out some of their faces, but her gaze stops on a bearded man standing on the bow. He's also looking at the Catty Shark through a monocular, observing the ongoings on their deck. His clothes look different from the other sailors' uniforms, so maybe he's their captain. 

    The man lowers his monocular and blinks his eyes, then looks again while leaning forward a little. Seeing the little bakari peering back at him must have taken him by surprise. He most likely didn't expect a young girl like her on the enemy ship. 

    "I told ye. That seadog won't let us out of his sights. He be old salt." Morden comments when Lenoly returns the monocular to him. The fact that he has been manning the helm himself ever since the pursuit began shows that he respects the enemy's skills. Otherwise, Tibur would be the one steering on these calm waters. 

    This chase is proving to become too close for comfort. 

      

    On the day before the cloudy night, the pursuers have already gotten close enough that the wind from the rear carries their voices over whenever they shout louder than usual. It's still a little too far for magic, but the crew of the Catty Shark can feel the heat in their necks. 

    "Ship to our front!" Khuko suddenly shouts down from the crow's nest around noon. 

    "That be ahead, ye rapscallion!" Morden roars up in response, seemingly more concerned with the lookout using the incorrect terminology than more enemies showing up. "That be comin' from the Culon Archipelago. The Alliance must have made a base there." 

    So far, the archipelago has always been uninhabited due to its lack of fertile land and its isolated location. It's a detour of nearly a fortnight if one wants to travel from the Empire of Terminus to the Dominion, so the Alliance never felt it worth the investment. But with the full-blown annihilation invasion underway, it may have become a relay station for the humans. 

    "It's flyin' a flag I've never seen before!" Khuko continues, staring across the bow with her powerful eyesight. Alliance ships generally fly the Empire of Terminus or the Mineva Repulic's flags. But as someone who has never been out at sea, it already took some explaining for the gargoyle maid to understand that the one pursuing them is an empire vessel. 

    "What it be lookin' like?" The captain asks impatiently while unfolding the monocular. But from the deck, he can't see it yet. 

    "Two white clouds-like things in a white ring on dark yellow." Comes the description from above, but it only causes Morden to frown. It takes him a moment to piece together the image that Khuko described so poorly. 

    "Those be white wings on gold, ye lame parrot!" Banging his cane on the railing before him, he raises a fist toward the crow's nest in anger. Khuko sees it and sticks out her tongue in response, then ducks when Morden throws his cane in her direction. Genie catches it when it comes back down and nimbly descends the rigging to return it to the captain. 

    Without waiting for her, Morden looks through the monocular again and finally finds what the gargoyle maid was talking about. The pure white sails appear over the horizon, and the flag at the top of the tallest mast is golden with a pair of white wings inside a white circle. 

    "Blow me down, that be them bilge rats of the Fatas Triarchy! I never thought they'd be gettin' in on the action." Collapsing the monocular, the captain comments in a surprised tone. The Fatas Triarchy doesn't have much in the way of a navy. Their main contribution to the Alliance is in an elite force of Fatas and dragonkin. "Get to yer stations ye scurvy dogs, prepare for evasive maneuvers!" 

    For a moment, everybody is frozen in place. The first thought that crosses anybody's mind is that they may get attacked by a Fata. Their light magic is powerful enough to sink a ship in a few shots, and none of the flying demons can match them in a direct confrontation. 

    "Ye heard the cap'n! Get yer tails movin', or do ye want to become shark bait?!" Tibur does his job as the first mate and repeats the captain's orders. When the shark demon speaks of shark bait, it doesn't sound like an empty threat at all. 

    Due to the favorable winds, Lenoly can hear a commotion breaking out on the ship hot on their tail. Their lookout seems to have also spotted their reinforcements from the Fatas Triarchy and are redoubling their efforts to close the gap. This way, they could pincer the Catty Shark from two sides and force her into maneuvers that would slow her momentum. 

    "Hard port!" The captain announces, and Tibur loudly repeats it across the whole deck. The crew immediately works to recalibrate the sails while the wheel is turned to its very limit, causing the ship to list to one side slightly. 

    Lenoly looks behind her to find that the Alliance ship reacts quickly and follows suit. Due to their relative speed, it will still be a while before they can catch up and enter the range at which throwing magic at each other can do real damage. But if they're sandwiched by two enemy ships, it will be much harder to deal with. 

    As it stands, going to the Culon Archipelago is no longer an option. They will have to lose the enemies tonight, or there's nothing but the open sea as far as the map shows. With their pursuer slightly faster than them, they will eventually catch up. And given that the enemy captain hasn't called off the chase after nearly five days, it's safe to say that he will continue until the bitter end. 

    "Tonight, we need to get a lead. Then we have 'em chase us to The Devil's Crooked Teeth. Watch those scallywags follow us in there." Exposing his sharp canines, Morden grins in glee. His words imply that they won't be able to escape from their pursuers even under cover of the cloudy night. 

    "Oh no, ye can't be serious, cap'n!" Genie moans in objection as she swings herself back up the rigging. "No other way?" 

    "Let's give the old king 'nother meal, aye?" Sounding surprisingly happy, Morden waves off her weak objection. She already knew beforehand that her opinion wouldn't be heard, so she didn't put up much of a fight in the first place. 

    The Devil's Crooked Teeth is a nickname for a massive, extinct undersea volcano named after Herebronn, the Devil King. It's a large, ring-shaped shallow region with treacherous jagged rocks hidden right underneath the surface. The area is most likely not on any human maps, both due to its remote location and lack of anything of interest in the region. On the other hand, many Dominion sailors have gone through it either as a test of their mettle or to escape unwitting Alliance pursuers. 

    However, it's still a long way to go, so they will have to keep the enemy ships out of their range for a while longer. All they can do is hope that the captain's skills in reading the wind and weather will allow them to keep their lead - and that the triarchy's vessel isn't much faster than their pursuer so far. If they make it to the shallows, Khuko will be able to use earth magic if the enemies don't run aground on their own. 

    "Fata ship changin' direction! They're tryin' to cut us off." The gargoyle maid tries her best to report the situation even if she doesn't know any nautical terms. 

    Lenoly grinds her teeth at the thought that she can't do anything to help. Then she notices that Ninlil is tapping her foot impatiently; she's most likely thinking the same thing. But the fact that she remains silent means that she puts all her trust in Morden to get them through this situation. 

    "Let's hope 'em sea dragons don't show their scaly mugs." Lenoly suddenly overhears Morden mutter while he makes minute corrections to their direction with the wheel. 

    "Wait, sea dragons?" The little bakari feels compelled to ask, her red eyes round as saucers. Unlike their winged counterparts, sea dragons are abundant in the oceans and show no signs of decline. They can't breathe fire but are much larger and cut through the water faster than any ship. 

    "Aye. The Devil's Crooked Teeth be one of the sea dragons' breedin' grounds." Morden replies with a wholly unconcerned expression. 

    "Are they not dangerous around those parts?" The captain's attitude gives Lenoly hope. Maybe sea dragons are much calmer around their breeding grounds and will leave them alone if they don't provoke them. 

    "Nay, they hate bein' disturbed in their love nests. If ye see a sea dragon's sails, ye better make yer peace with the mistress." Laughing with his sharp teeth exposed, Morden makes his best attempt at scaring the little bakari witless. "Just pray they chase the enemy rather than us, aye?" 

    Lenoly remains silent, staring at the sea otter demon with an aghast expression. He's gambling all their lives, and he does it with such contagious self-confidence that it would have calmed her down under any other circumstances. 

    Fighting sea dragons in their element is a whole different matter, though.

  


   
    Chapter 144 - Here Be Sea Dragons 

      

      

    The pitch-black night passes with another failed attempt by Nezera and Anthera to assassinate the fire mage on the Alliance ship. At least they scouted the triarchy vessel and found that it harbors several mages, including those with water and wind affinities. 

    By the following morning, Morden has put a considerable distance between them and the two pursuers. But as if the Alliance captain foresaw his opponent's plotted course, he's just barely over the horizon and can still spot them. On the other hand, the triarchy ship is nowhere to be seen, so it must have fallen farther behind. 

    With this, they bought themselves several days before the Alliance ship will be breathing down their necks again. Now, all they need to do is lure the enemy ship into The Devil's Crooked Teeth - or hope their captain calls off the hunt after a few more days. After all, they most likely don't have the supplies to keep chasing the Catty Shark across the entire Solus Ocean. 

    However, only two days later, the triarchy ship appears over the horizon again. They must have been within view of the Alliance vessel and following in its wake. The fact that it caught up must mean that it's even faster than their persistent pursuer. 

    On the third day, Morden realizes that the wind mage on board the triarchy ship must be using wind spells to speed it up. It's not unheard of to use specialized magic purely for propulsion, but nobody on the demon side knows any. 

    When they cut north on the fourth day, a third ship appears from the west - another Alliance warship. Morden's decision to avoid the Culon Archipelago turned out to be the right decision, as the waters around those islands must be teeming with enemies. Still, they're hopelessly outnumbered now, and the triarchy ship is steadily gaining on them. 

    On the fifth day, even the Alliance ship begins to speed up. It would seem that a wind mage transferred over, possibly after the Alliance captain declined so far out of a sense of pride. But maybe he finally had to admit that Morden, who somehow squeezed even more speed out of the Catty Shark than before by reading the wind, waves, and currents, is the better captain. 

    During this time, Tamariki repeatedly offered to use her wind magic to propel the ship. However, she said that she couldn't guarantee she won't accidentally cut the sails. Of course, Morden declined with all the politeness of an old sailor each time. Alternately, she suggested that she could ride on Tibur's back, go over to their pursuers, and sink them by herself. 

    Ninlil was close to allowing her to make the attempt but ultimately decided against it. Tamariki can't swim, and if Tibur is wounded or even killed, nobody would be able to save her. Furthermore, even if she's a Rangatira, they don't know what awaits them on the enemy ships. If a champion of the gods is present, it won't be such an easy fight. 

    "Going to be a close shave, this one." The sea otter demon comments on the seventh day while looking at the compass in the binnacle before him. They will reach The Devil's Crooked Teeth by noon tomorrow, but it would appear that the enemy will catch up to them before then. "Prepare to fight them off." 

    The two pursuing ships are getting dangerously close - enough to hear their voices on the wind from time to time. The mage on the Alliance vessel has tried to throw fireballs in their direction a few times to gauge the distance, but the latest fell short by a few ship lengths. 

    "This be a calm night. No hidin'." Morden looks up at the sky, then sniffs the air a few times. They won't encounter a lucky fog bank or even run into a storm in this region, so all their hopes are pinned on The Devil's Crooked Teeth. If the enemy captains are skilled enough to navigate through them, all they have left will be a fight to the death. 

      

    The sun rises over the horizon when the triarchy ship comes close enough that the faces of its crew can be seen with the naked eye. The deck is higher than the Catty Shark's, meaning they will be able to rain magic down on the demons once they're in range. 

    Nezera and Anthera have finally completed the identification of all the mages on the three ships during the previous night. The Alliance ships each carry one fire mage and the wind mages brought over from the triarchy vessel. The latter still has two of the water and wind affinity each. 

    The enemy will doubtlessly come parallel to the Catty Shark to pincer it from both port and starboard and then unleash their magic. It means that the combat maids will have their hands full defending on all sides. 

    A fireball flies toward them but fades out just short of the aftercastle. Lenoly and the rest of the crew relax only slightly. While a layman would say that fire is nothing to fear on the sea, since there's so much water around to put it out with, it's one of the biggest dangers to a ship. The oiled sails will burn quickly and potentially spread to the masts and rigging. Even if they can jettison it, losing any sails would slow the Catty Shark considerably. 

    Furthermore, any essential wooden structures that are burned can't be replaced while at sea. All ports ahead of them are enemy territory, so they can't stop for repairs either. The old sailor's saying 'what is lost at sea remains lost forever' didn't come from nothing after all. 

    Additionally, they will have to be careful about arrows, too. Once the fighting starts, they won't have a moment to breathe until Morden steers them into The Devil's Crooked Teeth, where the enemies hopefully run aground. 

    Lenoly looks between the two closest ships, trying not to blink so that she doesn't miss when the enemy launches magic at them. Clutching her staff, she feels like she did back when Leimu, Bearer of the Flame, stood before her. Lervia is doing the same, her nerves visibly tensed close to their breaking point. Everybody is relying on them to repel the enemy's fire spells. 

    The third ship is approaching from the port side, now only about twice the distance from the Catty Shark compared to the other two. Morden looks east to gauge how much longer until they reach The Devil's Crooked Teeth. He narrows his one good eye, then glances at the compass. Finally, he looks up at Genie hanging from the rigging. 

    She doesn't need to hear his order to understand what he means. Climbing up to the crow's nest, she sits on Khuko's petrified form and looks ahead using a monocular. Just then, the first rays of the sun touch the gargoyle maid, and she begins to move. 

    "Oy, what ya doin' on toppa me?!" She complains, but Genie bops her over the head. 

    "Yer the lookout. Can't have ye sleeping on the job!" The monkey demon chastises Khuko but then grins. 

    "Wha?" Unsure what that expression means, the gargoyle maid blinks her eyes. 

    "Cap'n! Ye did it!" Genie ignores Khuko and shouts down from the crow's nest while waving her hand forward. "The time has come!" 

    When Morden hears her voice, he breaks out into a toothy grin. His estimate should have been on point, but a combination of favorable winds and his impeccable steering has hastened their journey. 

    "Yo ho ho! We be in the jaws of the devil. Time to see if these old bones o' mine still remember the way." Morden raises a fist to the sky in triumph. Ninlil stares at him for a moment, dubious of his admittance that he's not entirely sure about his skills in navigating the deadly shallows. 

    "I see it!" Khuko shouts and points ahead. In the distance, a small jagged rock juts out of the ocean's surface like a marker. Painted on it is a red circle with spikes on the inside as a warning sign to approaching ships. They're already at the outer edge of The Devil's Crooked Teeth, almost half a day earlier than predicted. 

    "Incomin'!" Genie bellows across the ship while climbing back down the rigging and points at the port side. The sense of relief that washed over the crew when they heard that they made it is immediately blown away. Until the enemy ships run aground, they still have to fend off their attacks. 

    Lenoly doesn't waste time checking before casting a fire barrier. It's the only one she ever learned at the Royal Academy, so she hopes it will be enough to block whatever the enemy is throwing at them. Luckily, it's only a probing fireball, but it makes it across the water and scatters against the wall of heat haze the little bakari puts up. If she hadn't, it might have hit the Catty Shark near the waterline. 

    But with this, the other side now knows that they're close enough for magic. Soon, the other mages unleash a barrage of spells, and the maids throw up barriers to block them. Within moments, chaos ensues across the entire ship as the crew runs around to work the rigs while the mages fend off attacks. 

    Tamariki single-handedly holds the port side against the triarchy ship's spells. But the sheer amount of magic flying her way give her no moment to strike back. If she could jump over onto their deck, she could destroy every last human without breaking a sweat, but the ship is still too far away for her to reach. 

    Suddenly, a loud crunching noise in the distance garners everybody's attention. Both sides stop to look at where it came from and find that its origin lies in the Alliance ship that joined the hunt last. Agitated voices carry across the sea, and the crew on deck run around like headless chickens. The helmsman turns the wheel in terror, and the captain only stares forward in confusion. 

    They must have hit one of the rocks under the surface and sprung a leak. 

    Lenoly's eyes widen when she sees what happens next. The ailing ship is still moving at full sail even under these circumstances but runs straight into another rock. This time, the entire bow bursts open, and the figurehead in the shape of a praying woman is dislodged and flies off into the sea. The vessel comes to a sudden stop, and its stern is lifted out of the water, throwing everybody on deck into the air. Masts break, and the hull cracks before the ship finally falls onto its side. 

    The little bakari's mouth hangs open at the sight. This is what will happen to the Catty Shark, too, if she runs aground at its current speed. Lenoly turns to look at Morden, who doesn't pay the enemy's demise any attention. His eyes are focused on the water ahead as if he can peer through the surface and see the dangers lurking underneath. 

    Screams grow loud on both the remaining Alliance ship and the triarchy vessel. Their crews must be terrified by the prospect of sharing their ally's fate in these waters. However, the Alliance captain bellows commands across the deck and orders lookouts to the bow. The same is happening on the triarchy ship, although it appears to slow down slightly. 

    Tamariki takes that opportunity to throw a massive firebolt toward the enemy. If it hits and explodes, the entire triarchy ship will be engulfed in flames. However, an enemy wind mage extinguishes the fire with a vacuum spell. 

    As if witnessing that encourages the humans, they redouble their efforts to sink the Dominion ship. The risk of running aground piles on with every passing moment, so they want to finish this battle as quickly as possible. 

    A flash of red - a ruby gleaming in the sunlight - catches Lenoly's attention, but it's too late for her to react. A stream of fire shoots at the Catty Shark from the Alliance ship aimed straight at the aftercastle and Morden at the helm. Lervia jumps in and bursts out into flames herself, which burn away her clothes. The enemy's magic is drawn toward her and appears to get absorbed. It's not something bakari usually do, but manipulating the flames of others is still part of their inborn powers. 

    However, the sheer amount seems to overwhelm her, and she quickly throws up her arms. A pillar of flames rises from her and dissipates into the sky before all of the fire surrounding her body dies out. Lervia pants from the exertion and collapses onto her knees. 

    "Shiver me timbers!" Morden exclaims while glancing over his shoulder. Throughout it all, he held the wheel steady and didn't move from the helm, showing that he was willing to burn to death while steering the ship through the treacherous shallows. "Ye saved me!" 

    Smiling weakly, the bakari maid falls forward but is caught by Ninlil. The former maid leader covers the naked bakari maid in a blanket and gives her a motherly smile. 

    Helleis, the centaur maid who has been hiding below deck throughout the journey out of fear, emerges with her massive steel bow and arrows that are as big as ballista bolts. The muscles on her arms and back bulge as she draws with the weight of her body and unleashes the first shot. It flies in a straight line across the sea and nails one of the triarchy ship's sailors to a mast. 

    "Khuko, come down here!" Ninlil shouts up to the crow's nest. "We need your magic!" 

    "Ayo!" Jumping out of the basket at the top of the main mast, Khuko spreads her wings and flies down. Suddenly, Genie swings by and grabs her ankle before yanking her back hard. In the next moment, a cut appears across the mainsail, right where the gargoyle maid's head would have been if the monkey demon hadn't pulled her out of the way. 

    Staring at it in shock, Khuko feels a shiver run down her spine. Then she turns her head and thanks Genie with a nervous nod. The latter grins and lets go of the maid's ankle before swinging down to mend the hole in the sail. 

    Terror spreads across the triarchy ship on their port side when Helleis snipes the wind mage responsible for the attempt on Khuko's life. Her unreasonably powerful bow pierced through a shield carried by the soldiers protecting her and ripped the woman's head clean off her shoulders before flying off over the deck and into the ocean. Seeing that will discourage any other mages from sticking out their heads for the moment. 

    This gives Tamariki time to attack again, as she begins to throw a barrage of fire magic at the enemy. For the first time, their pursuers are on the defending side as they slowly fall behind. With the remaining wind mage focusing on countering the Rangatira's relentless assault, he can't use it to power their sails. 

    Khuko lands on deck then runs over to the starboard side, where Lenoly is blocking the enemy flames with her magic. The gargoyle maid leans over the railing and extends her arm downwards as if grabbing at something. Then, from next to the Catty Shark's hull, a rock shoots out of the water and flies straight towards the Alliance ship. 

    Not a single person on the other side could have expected that a mage with the earth affinity would be on the demon ship, let alone have the opportunity to use that element. Therefore, nobody can counter her spell, which impacts the Alliance ship's hull unhindered and opens a hole in it. Unfortunately, the damage is above the waterline, so they don't take on water. 

    The enemy mages immediately respond in kind, shooting off fire spells one after the other. Lenoly is hard-pressed to stop all of them, causing some to hit the deck and explode into flames. Chialdara uses water magic to douse the one closest to her while Tibur unloads a whole barrel on a fire that spread onto a large coil of ropes. 

    During all this, Morden and the Alliance captain expertly navigate the shallows. Neither of them drops their speed as the exchange of magic barrages continues. They both have nerves of steel to be able to concentrate on steering while the battle rages around them. A single mistake or enemy spell could send them to a watery or fiery grave. 

    The three maids not suited for direct combat must be scared to death below deck. There are plenty of portholes to look out from, but they're staying close to the frozen Asoko. 

    If only Lenoly had the time to chant the spell she learned from Chloe. She's forced to focus on defending the Catty Shark against the enemy's fire magic as nobody else can take over that role for now. Lervia is out of commission for a while longer, and even if she could help, her mastery over fire spells isn't as good as her fellow bakari's. 

    "Wing sails ahead, jes over the horizon!" Genie shouts down from the crow's nest. 

    "Sink me!" Morden exclaims. 

    "What does that mean?" Lenoly asks between chanting defensive spells, worried that a new enemy ship has come around to cut them off from the front.  

    "Sea dragon!" The captain replies in a growl. Although sea dragons don't have wings that let them fly, they can unfold fin-like wings and use them as sails. It allows them to bask in the sun while traveling without swimming actively. 

    "Where?!" Tamariki looks up at the crow's nest and demands to know. Her tone implies that she's more interested in seeing a sea dragon than in avoiding it. That moment of inattention allows the Triarchy fire mage to land a shot on deck. Sailors rush to put out the flames with water buckets. 

    "Pay attention!" Tibur chastises her in a roar, causing the Rangatira to pout. She's unrepentant about wanting to see a sea dragon from up close. 

    Suddenly, a collective cry of terror reaches the Catty Shark, and its crew looks over at the triarchy ship. Helleis has hit their helmsman with one of her massive steel arrows, fixing the wheel in place. The vessel begins to veer off course, audibly scraping against rocks underwater. With this, they have temporarily removed one of their pursuers. 

    Lenoly erects a wall of heat when a volley of crossbow bolts flies toward her. It barely redirects them, causing some to impact the railing and hull. Ninlil snatches one out of the air, preventing it from hitting Morden in the back. That's when a large ballista is raised onto the enemy's deck, as if in response to the lack of effect the smaller bolts had. 

    The little bakari stares at it in disbelief; no spell in her arsenal can stop such a massive projectile. As the ballista shoots, she only watches in desperation as her mind goes blank. But then, Tamariki jumps in and catches the steel bolt with her bare hands before throwing it back and impaling an enemy sailor on it. 

    On the port side, the Triarchy ship has finally run aground in the distance, freeing up everybody defending against its attacks. Now, they can focus their full attention on the last remaining enemy, which doesn't let up even now. Their captain is truly a man of commitment to keep going under these circumstances. 

    Morden suddenly steers the ship closer toward the enemy. It may have been nothing more than to avoid a rock under the surface, but it brings them closer to the enemy's attacks. At the same time, the Alliance vessel is doing the same, closing their distance even further. Maybe the human captain intends to ram them. 

    However, Khuko takes this opening to create a spike out of a rock close to the enemy ship and extends it out of the water. It impales the empire vessel's flank before ripping a large hole into its hull and exposing the lower decks. Sailors below deck stare at the damage to their ship with unbelieving eyes. 

    The enemy fire mage appears to be chanting a grand fire spell. Lenoly doesn't miss this opening while he's occupied with casting his spell. The enemy wind mage is trying her best to hide from Helleis' sniping attempts, so she won't be able to stop her either. The little bakari gambles everything on her spell being more potent than what the enemy mage throws at them. 

    The first to finish their spell is the enemy, who summons a shower of flames that rains down on the Catty Shark's deck. It spreads quickly, clinging to everything flammable like burning oil and catching the sails. The sailors do their best to put them out, but the entire ship becomes engulfed in an inferno within moments. 

    "Grandor Mico Ignis Fortior!" Lenoly finishes her chant and points her staff at the hole in the Alliance ship's hull. It's the fire spell that Chloe created on the first day they met. The composition of its incantation goes against everything the little bakari has learned at the Royal Academy, but she knows its effects. 

    A swirling sphere of fire appears inside the enemy's lower deck, and the enemy fire mage stares at it through the cargo hatch in disbelief. The sailors in its vicinity run for their lives, with some jumping out of the hole and into the sea. It would appear that they understand how powerful this spell is. 

    Then, the sphere of fire explodes, rocking the empire ship from the inside. The shockwave raises the deck before it bursts open like an erupting volcano. Fire spews out from every single hole in the hull and shoots out in a jet from the large breach in the flank. People are thrown overboard by the shockwave, and those remaining on board are set on fire. They scream in agony, unable to find the railing to jump overboard as the flames blind them. 

    Lenoly watches the captain staring at the spreading fire with a resolute expression; he knows that it's over, and he's facing it with dignity. His eyes sway over to the Catty Shark, and the little bakari feels as if their gazes meet for a moment. The man whose name she will most likely never know looks at her with clear eyes, neither hatred nor fear in them. 

    Then, flames hide him from view, and the ship slows down accompanied by wood creaking. It would seem that they have run aground gently, although the raging fire the mangled vessel has turned into is anything but a gentle end. 

    And thus, the chase is over. 

    The Catty Shark's crew is too busy putting out the fires to cheer, but those who witnessed everything breathe a sigh of relief and work harder on saving their ship. Lenoly and Tamariki join the crew, using fire and water magic to extinguish the flames as best as they can. 

    When the little bakari turns to look at Morden, she finds that the captain is staring at the burning Alliance ship and saluting. He's paying his respects to their captain, who kept up with the centuries-old sea otter demon despite being only a fraction of his age. It shows that humans have incredible talents on their side. 

    "Thar she blows!" Tibur suddenly roars across the deck from the bow, and the sailors stop in terror. Morden turns around, wearing a grim expression that doesn't bode well. This only confuses the maids, who exchange worried glances with each other. 

    "That means a sea monster is approaching." Ninlil walks past Lenoly and explains to her calmly. She peers ahead, compelling the latter to follow her gaze. Two greenish-blue fins cut through the water in the distance, making their way toward the mangled Catty Shark. 

    "Yo ho! Listen, ye scurvy rats! Drop anchor, fix the rig, replace the sail! We be dead in the water forever if the masts break!" Morden bellows out commands calmly despite the approaching calamity. Everybody knows the stories of sea dragons sinking ships in a single swipe of their powerful tails. Their scales are resistant to magic, and even Helleis's ballista-like arrows won't scratch them. 

    "Don't do anything to provoke the dragon. Don't throw anything into the sea." Ninlil adds to the captain's orders. She has never encountered any sea dragons herself but had heard the stories from Morden. Beasts of the sea generally don't attack ships unless their crew does something to anger them. "We'll repair the ship and be on our way." 

    Lenoly knows the power of dragons as much as Ninlil does. The little bakari saw Chloe in dragon form fight the former maid leader out on the field. And surely, even the most powerful demons, the Rangatira, are no match for a real dragon. 

    The little bakari returns to work, glancing at the approaching sail-like fins with dread, praying that the sea dragon is merely curious about them. 

      

    "How's it going down here?" When the fires are finally out and the sailors begin to repair the burned rigging, Lenoly takes the time to visit the cargo hold. Nezera, Anthera, and Zalnee haven't shown themselves throughout the battle, hiding below deck so that they don't get in anybody's way. They are among the combat maids, but their skills lie in assassination and information gathering. 

    "I-I was scared to death..." Anthera responds while shivering all over. Her wings are scattering some of their dust, and Zalnee bops her on the head to stop her. 

    "Is it over?" The arachne maid asks while grabbing the moth maid's head with one hand. Even after Asoko's disciplining, she's still treating her like this whenever the princess isn't around. 

    Zalnee is a bully. Lenoly has seen her behavior among the children of nobility, but unlike their sense of superiority born from their spoiled upbringing, the spider demon's personality appears to be part of her kind's nature as predators. But the little bakari doesn't miss that she seems to be nervous as well. 

    "We have destroyed the pursuers, but the Catty Shark is heavily damaged." Lenoly replies with a sigh. She leaves out that a sea dragon is circling around the ship and watching their every move. At least she hopes it's content with that and isn't sizing up its next meal. "Once the rigging is repaired, and the sails are replaced, we'll be on our way unhindered." 

    "What about the sea dragon?" Nezera asks in a voice half an octave higher than her usual already high pitch. The bat maid must have heard everything going on above deck. 

    "Yeah... the sea dragon." Scratching her cheek, Lenoly averts her eyes. She didn't want to send them into a panic, but now Anthera and Zalnee are staring at her with wide-open eyes. "Just stay down here and watch over the princess. We'll do something about it." 

    With a glance at the statue wrapped like a cocoon and suspended in the center of the cargo hold, Lenoly suppresses a shudder when she thinks it could be lost in the sea forever. Even if Tibur could probably bring the frozen statue back up from the ocean floor, they won't be able to continue their journey without a ship. 

    Looking across the faces of the three maids with an attempt at a reassuring smile, Lenoly climbs the stairs to return above deck. It appears that the sky has darkened, probably from a cloud covering the sun. But when the little bakari turns around, her view is filled by a dreadful sight. 

    The sea dragon is right next to the Catty Shark, its translucent sail-like fins dimming the rising sun. Everybody on deck is frozen in place, trying not to give the beast any reason for attacking the ship. Lenoly's breath is stuck in her throat, and her eyes are swimming. 

    The fins fold down, and an arrow-shaped head on a slender, snake-like neck rises out of the sea. Blowing out water from a hole on top of its head, the dragon finally shows its ferocious face before them. Its slightly parted jaws reveal a maw full of sharp teeth, and its piercing sapphire glare sweeps across the ship. There is clear intelligence in those eyes. 

    "Levy?!" Morden is the one who breaks the silence with a seemingly nonsensical exclamation. Everyone spins their heads around to him in shock, thinking he has gone mad. 

    Turning its head to the captain standing on the aftercastle, the dragon stares at the sea otter demon for a moment. From that angle, the old cross-shaped scar near the tip of its snout is revealed. When Morden sees it, his expression changes to one of joy. The dragon tilts its head slightly before blinking its eyes twice. 

    "Daddy?" A low-pitched but distinctly female voice emerges from deep within the sea dragon's throat even as its mouth doesn't move. 

    Every last jaw on the Catty Shark drops. Ninlil's eyes are round as saucers, staring at Morden in utter disbelief. 

    "Shiver me timbers! It really be me baby girl!" Stomping his peg leg in elation, the captain hops down the stairs. The sea dragon lowers her head almost right onto the deck and meets Morden halfway, who stumbles forward and embraces her chin. "How've ye been?" 

    "It has been so long, daddy!" The dragon snuggles the, in comparison to her, tiny captain and purrs. For a moment, the two revel in their reunion, with the entire crew staring in baffled silence. Even Tamariki, who would normally jump at the chance to see a sea dragon up close, is confused by the situation. 

    "This here be me baby girl, Levnalyth." Finally, Morden turns to the crew and introduces the sea dragon with all the pride of a doting father. "I found her when she was just a tiny baby." 

    The captain proceeds to tell the story of how he was conducting a Dominion navy drill when a human armada attacked from the fog and sank his small fleet. He was marooned on an uninhabited island far from any land and found Levnalyth hiding behind a waterfall. On their first meeting, she bit off his left leg, and he gave her the scar on her snout. 

    As the only two intelligent beings on the island, they grew to understand each other. Soon, they were able to communicate, and Morden learned that her parents had been killed by the Terror of Solus, a gigantic beast living in the depths of the Solus Ocean. He taught her many things, and she began to see him as a father figure. 

    Eventually, a Dominion ship discovered him, and they parted ways. But an unbreakable familial bond had formed between them that they haven't forgotten since. 

    "How long has it been? A hundred winters?" Morden scratches his chin and muses, patting Levnalyth's snout with his other hand. 

    "A hundred and two rotations of the seasons." She corrects her father and nudges him playfully. He's almost knocked over from the immense force behind even such a small motion but laughs it off. 

    If Lenoly had been told the story without seeing the sea dragon herself, she would have never believed it. But the loving warmth with which Levnalyth is looking at Morden blows away any doubts. 

    "What ye be doin' here in The Devil's Crooked Teeth, baby?" The captain asks, his expression suggesting that it's a rhetorical question. There is only one reason why sea dragons come to these parts. 

    The little bakari never thought she would see a dragon acting awkward and embarrassed. Levnalyth averts her gaze and seems to rack her brain for an answer she thinks her father would accept. The crew exchanges nervous glances with each other; putting a sea dragon who could sink the whole ship in a nervous swipe of her tail on the spot might not be the best idea. 

    "Who be the lucky lad?" Putting a hand on his daughter's cheek, the captain changes his angle of attack. If Levnalyth were capable of developing a blush, she would have right then and there. 

    "I-I'm a grown sea dragon, daddy!" Flaring up in response, she throws her head back in defiance. The entire crew ducks, fearing that she might throw a tantrum and break the ship in two. "I don't need your permission to see anyone!" 

    "Considerin' everythin', the lad's goin' to put a ship in ye dock, aye?" Morden asks with his arms crossed. Lenoly stares at the captain, dumfounded - and so does everyone else, including the dragon herself. 

    "Dad!" Levnalyth roars, flustered. 

    "Hey, at least let yer daddy see him." Standing his ground, the captain stomps his peg leg to get his point across. "Can't have me baby girl taken away by some lily-livered bilge rat." 

    "Alright, I'll call him." Giving in with a sigh, Levnalyth sinks below the surface. Her large fins show that she's still right there, but they begin to quiver. The water around her churns, and a deep rumbling sound reverberates through the entire ship. 

    Moments later, Levnalyth resurfaces while blowing a plume of water out of the nostrils on the top of her head. She looks at her father with an expression that Lenoly could swear is a pout even though sea dragons don't have lips to do that. 

    "There, he's on his way." She declares in a sour tone, but Morden ignores her mood. He appears to be taking his role as a father seriously. 

    Lenoly isn't particularly looking forward to meeting her lover. Knowing the captain, he might insult the male sea dragon if he deems him inadequate, which might turn into an argument. If it grows physical, the Catty Shark and her entire crew might end up becoming collateral damage. 

    "That's him." Levnalyth points to the port side of the ship with her snout, and all heads spin around. A pair of fins are coming towards them at an incredible speed before diving down a short distance away. Moments later, her mate breaks through the surface right next to the ship, drenching everybody on it in a shower of water. 

    The male sea dragon has slightly darker scales than Levnalyth, and two hooked spikes grow from under his chin which she lacks. Other than that, they look very similar - except that he's a good bit smaller than she is. Of course, he could still easily destroy the Catty Shark with a single swipe of his tail. 

    But Lenoly has a bad feeling about this. 

    "This scrawny sea snake is yer mate?" Morden's scornful voice makes the little bakari's heart sink. 

    "Please don't provoke him." Ninlil hisses under her breath so that the sea dragon the captain called a scrawny sea snake hopefully won't hear her. "He may look smaller than your daughter, but he's still larger than the ship you stand on!" 

    "It's normal for female sea dragons to be larger than males." Levnalyth whispers to her father, giving him a lesson in her species' biology. 

    "Bah!" But Morden waves her off as if expressing that he doesn't care about such minor details and glares up at the towering dragon on the other side of the ship. 

    "Who are you, puny creature?" The dragon in question growls in bewilderment. He doesn't look like the type to take things in stride. 

    "And he lacks manners, to boot. Name yerself first before askin'!" But the captain stomps his peg leg on the deck and declares. Levnalyth hangs her head in embarrassment and looks away. 

    Lenoly can only imagine what the maids below deck must be thinking. Surely, Nezera can hear every word they're exchanging, and her heart must be beating out of her throat. The crew hanging from the rigging and standing around on deck are frozen in place, staring at the exchange in silent awe. 

    "I am Zurvoryth the Dreadful!" The male sea dragon raises his chest out of the water and booms in a reverberating voice. He's growing angrier with every response from Morden. "Who are you to dare speak to me like this?" 

    "Ye be talkin' to this girl's father." Throwing his thumb back to point at the female sea dragon behind him, Morden declares in a boastful but surprisingly threatening tone. "Ye better be callin' me sir!" 

    Everybody can only gawk at the immense bravery their captain is showing before a being a thousand times his weight. Some of them wish they had even a smidgen of his mental fortitude. Tamariki is holding back her laughter while watching the exchange; what she has is foolhardiness, though. 

    "... father?" Zurvoryth pauses briefly while lowering himself back into the water. Then, he stares across the deck at his mate questioningly, but Levnalyth gazes out at the horizon with a distant look in her eyes. It would seem that her embarrassment has exceeded a limit and looped back into tranquility. Lenoly can't blame her for it. 

    "How old be ye, lad?" But the captain directs his attention back to him, to everybody's chagrin. 

    "What is this?" Ignoring the question, Zurvoryth keeps trying to pry answers from his mate. She finally turns around to him and closes her eyes slowly before shaking her head. 

    "Just answer him..." Levnalyth sounds resigned. 

    "I have seen seventy-seven rotations of the seasons." The sea dragon asserts with his head tilted back in an air of superiority, doubtlessly thinking that he's older than Morden. 

    "Scrawny, disrespectful, and a li'l lad, to boot!" Morden shouts in bewilderment, then turns to Levnalyth in confusion, as if asking how she could get with somebody like that. The latter stares at her mate in surprise; apparently, she wasn't aware of his age. 

    "You're this young?" She feels compelled to ask. 

    "Young? How old are you?" Indignant, Zurvoryth looks at her with what Lenoly guesses is the equivalent of having both eyebrows raised. 

    "Almost twice your age!" Angry at his expectation that she's younger than him, Levnalyth growls dangerously. Dragons don't have to know each other's ages since they're such a long-lived species. An age gap of even a century or two isn't unusual. 

    "T-twice...?" Zurvoryth shirks away. Maybe younger sea dragons do care about that age difference after all. 

    However, the male dragon's behavior appears to incense Levnalyth, who rises out of the water with a roar that shakes the very air. She towers over him by a good margin, and her sapphire eyes are glaring down at him furiously. 

    What follows is a lover's quarrel, with the frail Catty Shark wedged between them. The members of the crew fear for their lives with every further escalation between the two. Only Tamariki is watching on curiously, not in the least concerned that everybody is going down if the two become physical in their argument. 

    However, the person who sparked the whole situation has his arms crossed and listens in silence, glancing between his daughter and the sea dragon she has picked as her mate. Lenoly realizes he isn't merely letting things play out but listening intently to their howls and roars, which appear to be their language. 

    "Alright, alright! Stop it, ye two!" Finally, Morden steps in between them fearlessly, and they quiet down in surprise. Turning to Levnalyth, he raises a hand that compels her into bending down and looking at him closely. His face shows incredible warmth when he pets her cheek with a smile. "Baby girl, I see ye really love this rascal." 

    "Daddy?" Levnalyth wonders, then her eyes are filled with hope. "Then..." 

    "But he still be a lily-livered bilge rat." Her father points at Zurvoryth and rants, seemingly dashing her hope for his approval. Then, he continues in a softer tone. "So ye better hold the reins in this relationship and teach the rapscallion some proper manners." 

    Levnalyth stares at him for a moment before her eyes widen in realization. Her mouth flaps open and closed in sheer joy before she snuggles up to Morden, nearly knocking him over. 

    "Thank you, daddy!" She squeals in an octave higher than everybody thought was possible for her throat. Her happy movements shake the entire vessel, causing the maids and sailors to hold on for dear life. They fear that the ship could break under her overeager expression of happiness. 

    "Now for yer sorry ass, lad." He turns to address Zurvoryth, who gulps audibly. "If ye make me baby girl cry, I promise I'll find ye and keelhaul ye with the entire Dominion fleet. Then I'll make ye apologize before repeatin' it once more fer good measure." 

    Lenoly stares at Morden with her mouth hanging open. But it opens even wider when the male dragon averts his eyes, intimidated by the captain. If he wanted to, Zurvoryth could sink the ship in a single strike, but he's being stared down by a, for him, bite-sized demon. 

    This is what one refers to as aura or gravitas. Morden's fearless attitude gives him a presence that can overshadow even a sea dragon's. And the simple reason is that he genuinely cares for his daughter and doesn't care who he has to fight to protect her. 

    Of course, there's also the fact that Levnalyth is right behind the captain. If Zurvoryth made any move against him, she would make sure he will regret it. The hierarchy among sea dragons sees females on top, after all. 

    "Ye hear me? What be yer answer?" Stomping his peg leg on the deck, Morden emphasizes his question. Lenoly realizes that the captain isn't relying on Levnalyth at all. Everything comes from his heart, and he doesn't doubt for a moment that his love for her will let him overcome the difference in power between him and the male sea dragon. 

    "... understood, father." Hanging his head in an almost demure-looking gesture, Zurvoryth replies. At this point, nothing surprises the crew anymore, and Lenoly even finds it in herself to smile wryly. Ninlil glances up at Morden with newfound respect. 

    "Who said ye could call me that?!" The captain sounds angry at being called father, causing Zurvoryth to shy back in confusion. 

    "Even though you're actually happy, daddy." Nudging him with her snout, Levnalyth states with a happy grin that bares all of her sharp teeth. 

    "What?! Happy?! Don't be ridiculous! Why would I be happy that this scrawny sea snake be takin' me baby girl away?!" Stomping his peg leg as he often does for emphasis, Morden complains, but his daughter nudges him again while laughing. The fact that the scrawny sea snake in question doesn't even dare to complain about his nickname is evidence that he has learned to respect his father-in-law. 

    The atmosphere on the ship relaxes visibly. Tamariki stands on the side, tears streaming down her face. She has always been the type to be easily moved to emotions. Seeing such a beautiful moment between father and daughter has her filled with joy. The maids and the crew begin to smile as well, although maybe more out of relief than empathy; they're safe now. 

    Lenoly is amazed at Captain Morden's grit. There were many indications before, but now, nobody doubts that he is a great man and most likely the greatest captain who has ever lived. The little bakari is fully convinced that he will bring them to their destination safely.

  


   
    Chapter 145 - Conspiracy Revealed 

      

      

    "Where are the reinforcements?" A desperate voice shouts over the din of battle. The clashing of metal plays the twisted anthem of war and death, resounding from the walls and echoing across the entire city of Phoshand. 

    "None are coming here. The east gate is taking the full brunt of it, so everybody's going there!" The guard captain of the south gate, a bear demon clad in plate armor, roars over everybody's heads. "We'll make do with what we got. Don't lose heart! The enemies are only humans!" 

    A cheer rises from the Dominion soldiers, and their wavering morale stabilizes for the moment. The humans continue their relentless siege, bringing up two new ladders for each one that gets knocked down. Lumbering wooden towers approach the city walls, carrying more enemies. 

    With a tremendous crash, one of the siege towers is smashed into pieces by a projectile fired from a catapult. A cheer runs through the demons who witnessed it, and they fight with newfound hope. Following that, a shower of arrows comes down on the humans waiting to climb the ladders, causing a choir of screams as those who were unable to raise their shields in time are turned into pincushions. 

    "These humans are weak! We can do it!" The bear guard captain roars and swings his gauntleted paw to crush a human soldier's head as it pokes up over the battlements. 

    Phoshand has been under siege for the past moon now. The hastily assembled Dominion army defending it lacks some of their most crucial members. Still, they're surprisingly holding out against the Alliance even under these circumstances. 

    The Suhra clan that had been routed at Orug and scattered into the wind consolidated with even greater numbers and is currently attacking the Alliance army from the north with repeated hit and run tactics. The humans planned a complete sweep, but the war has turned into a bloody stalemate at Phoshand. 

    Suddenly, a blinding burst of light fills the sky above the wall. From within it, a volley of javelins made of pure light comes down on the defenders. Each one pierces both armor and the flesh it protects without resistance. 

    "Fatas!" The bear captain roars over the pain of having his stomach pierced by a spirit spear. Demons across the battlements duck behind the parapets to avoid the second volley. 

    Descending from the skies are nearly a hundred Fatas, beating their pure white wings as they summon another round of spirit spears in their palms. Some look upon the carnage below with indifferent expressions, while others sneer at the effect of their magic on the demons' morale. 

    Fatas are the rulers of the sky. With enough numbers, they can even match the few true dragons left in the Dragon Mountains. Even with plenty of members of the Avinea clan present, the heralds of the gods have aerial superiority despite their smaller numbers. 

    With their relentless rain of light magic, the demons on the wall section are thinned out enough for humans to climb to the top. The defenders desperately try to fill the gaps and push back against the overwhelming onslaught from the Alliance army. 

    "Do not despair!" A female voice booms across the battlefield and reaches the ears of demons and humans alike. For a moment, everything stops, and the Fatas look around in fear. Then, a cheer runs through the ranks of the Dominion defenders, and dread washes over the humans. 

    A volley of javelins made from pure darkness shoots across the sky and explodes into black ink when they hit the Fatas circling high above like vultures. The others retreat hastily, leaving their comrades behind who fall from the heavens and shatter against the earth. Their perfect bodies are broken, and their purity is stained by the blood and mud of the battlefield. 

    At the same time, a massive wave of fire bursts through the broken south gate, blowing the humans pouring through it back outside. With a mighty roar, a red dragon appears from within the flames, its winged front legs spread wide as if to declare that nobody will pass this point. 

    "Push them back!" The female voice echoes across the battlefield once more. High in the sky flies a woman with pale white skin in a tight black leather outfit, gliding on a pair of jet-black wings that seem to suck away the light of the midday sun. At her sight, a cheer runs through the defenders on the walls and in the city. 

    "It's the Black Valkyrie!" 

    "The Black Valkyrie has joined the battle!" 

    For the past moon, Hestia has been helping the demons defend Phoshand against the Alliance army. Few know her real name, but they have given her this title for her appearance and her seemingly silent rage at avenging the fallen. 

    On the other hand, the demons near the red dragon shout something else as they behold the unique winged figure of the only dragonkin fighting on their side. 

    "The Kinslayer has come!" 

    "Follow the Kinslayer into battle!" 

    Dregana took down a dragonkin on the first day of the battle, dissuading the Alliance from sending more. This distinction earned her the dubious title of Kinslayer, but she wears it with a strange sense of pride. She has since lost any sense of sympathy for anybody but Hestia, doing the fallen Fata's bidding with unerring conviction. 

    "Traitor!" The Fatas shout back at Hestia from a safe distance. Their cries carry across the battlefield using their empowered voices, but they sound like praise in her ears. 

    "Misguided worms." She mutters under her breath. Then she casts her volley of black spirit spears, which surround her like an array. Her enemies can quickly erect barriers or dodge at this range, so they stare at Hestia and scoff. But suddenly, she flies forward in a massive burst of air, carrying the prepared spells with her. 

    This is a skill she learned from watching Asoko's experiment when they first reached the Dominion shores. She can't transform her body, but her sturdy wings catch wind spells easily. As such, she can emulate the Dragon Jet Engine to a small degree. 

    As Hestia engages the enemies in the sky and rallies the flying demons behind her, Dregana barrels through the besiegers outside the gate. Her charge throws men covered in full armor around like ragdolls with every swing of her powerful winged legs and armored tail. Breathing flames at the siege towers still approaching the wall, she reduces them to cinders. At the same time, spears and arrows break on her impenetrable scales like sticks on solid rock. 

    Within moments, the front of the south gate turns into a sea of flames, forcing the humans to retreat. 

      

    At the east gate, Kamii and her party have joined the defense on the walls. Under Senka's guidance, they're going from one section to the next, reinforcing the wavering defenders. For now, the two sides appear to be evenly matched in magic, so everything relies on those fighting in close quarters. 

    For one moon now, Phoshand has held against the Alliance's various stratagems to take the city. The east gate was blocked with earth magic on the first day because the defenders anticipated that this side would bear the brunt of the attack. Several attempts at tunneling underneath the city have been thwarted, and aerial attacks are shot down by the archers from the Lamia clan stationed behind the wall. 

    Casualties are mounting on both sides, but with no reinforcements in sight, the city is bound to fall eventually. And even in this situation, Gelvath, the self-proclaimed successor to and second coming of King Aldeath, is shut inside the castle, merely directing the troops as he sees fit. It's as if he's saying that all of this isn't worth his time yet. 

    Terog was invited to join the defense as a captain due to his fame as a Wanderer of the Suhra clan. He helped the others gain ranks of similar importance to direct troops whenever the need arose. If not for their many interventions, the Alliance would have already taken the east gate after the first fortnight. 

    Surprisingly, the humans still haven't sent a single one of their high-ranking Chosen Knights. If they had, the siege would have been over within the first day, but something is compelling the enemy to hold back their strongest assets. Senka suggested that this might be due to the death of Isidor, the Unassailable Knight, who was counted among the most powerful champions. 

    Whatever the case, Kamii is thankful that they can whittle down the enemy's forces before they realize their folly. 

    "Take your troops and reinforce section C right now. Zyzan is having a hard fight." Daica orders a kobold lieutenant after getting the signal from Etru, the argos demon lookout. The big dark elf has blossomed in her role as a commander, losing her stutter after the first few days on the job. She's now stationed in the south gate's gatehouse, which doubles as a command center. 

    "Section E appears to be close to falling. Shouldn't we send troops there instead?" Risan, the actual guard captain in charge of the south gate, questions Daica's order. She's an eagle demon from the Avinea clan, and her intimidating golden glare would have sent the dark elf hiding behind the closest familiar person before. 

    "No, Zancrax is close. He will deal with it." Raising a gloved hand to deny Risan's objection, Daica declares in a resolute tone. Since they escaped from the sanctum, she has changed like a piece of coal pressed into a diamond. Whereas she would have disappeared in the background in conversations before, she now stands out as a leading figure. 

    Kamii is the same, although she remains taciturn and prefers to lead from the front. The cursed dark elf sisters, shunned by human society, appear to have found their calling in the Dominion. 

    "Incoming!" Etru, normally soft-spoken and seemingly ill-suited for work in the military, shouts into the room. The water mage, a lamia sorceress, instantly chants a spell and directs her staff outside the window. 

    In the next moment, a boulder crashes into the wall from the outside, punching a hole into it and scattering its bricks across the room. If not for the sorceress's water wall slowing down the massive projectile, it would have ripped right through the entire gatehouse. But luckily, nobody was hurt. 

    "Repair the damage!" Risan orders the gnoll earth mage immediately. This isn't the first time this has happened in the past moon, but it's the largest hole so far. It will only invite enemy archers to shoot inside, which would force the lamia sorceress to keep casting a water barrier. 

    "More incoming!" Etru, having changed to a different window, announces. Luckily, the water barrier outside the tower is still active, and the sorceress reinforces it further. 

    "What are the barrier mages on the wall doing?!" The eagle captain shrieks in an angry tone that pierces everybody's ears. 

    "They're busy with the onslaught." Daica looks out the window and comments in a grim tone. Something appears to be spurring the Alliance soldiers into redoubling their efforts. The big dark elf finds her sister fighting on the wall nearby, pushing ladders away with her crab pincer. Her very presence inspires the demons to fight harder. 

    Kamii has been watching the Alliance formation every single day since the beginning of the siege, and she recognizes the change they're undergoing. But in the far distance, beyond the row of trebuchets, the enemy command center appears to be as silent as ever. Still, from how the human soldiers choose where to dock ladders or push the siege towers, somebody else must have taken command. Furthermore, the enemy's newfound vigor is another indicator that their morale is soaring for some reason. 

    The little dark elf glances at the gatehouse coming under attack from concentrated fire. They will need reinforcements if the Alliance army is going to fight like this from now on. If the Chosen Knights begin to move now, Phoshand will stand no chance. And all that before Rolan and his party have made even a single appearance. 

    "Gelvath has left the castle!" Senka's voice suddenly echoes in Kamii's mind. She looks back at the city center and finds a trail of fire and smoke coming from the fortress. It looks like a meteorite is flying across the sky, but its movements are strangely controlled. 

    At the same time, the Alliance command center begins to move. She can see several figures that are most likely Chosen Knights coming forward. Did the enemy somehow know that the lord of Phoshand would make his move now? 

    The enemy commanders shout orders, and their soldiers begin to beat a hasty retreat from the walls. Many of them fall under arrow fire, and their bodies litter the bloody mud that the fields around Phoshand have turned into. But even then, they're too slow to get far enough before Gelvath lands in their midst in a massive explosion of fire and blood. 

    Gore splatters everywhere with him at the epicenter, terrorizing the humans who are covered in the viscera of their comrades. As the smoke slowly clears, Gelvath stands with his arms outstretched as if expecting applause from his performance. 

    The demon rumored to be the second coming of Aldeath is a tall man with red skin and a pair of large horns extending from his temples. His bare torso is covered in what appear to be golden tribal tattoos that accentuate his muscles. His eyes are burning red, and he wears a grin that reveals his sharp canines. 

    Everybody who lived during Aldeath's reign would be dumbfounded by his appearance. Rather than second coming, some would even think that the previous demon king has returned from the dead. But those who have spoken to him know that his personality is very different from Aldeath's. 

    The Alliance army continues to retreat, and the lord of Phoshand watches for a moment. Then his raised arms drop, and he glances back at the walls where the demons are rendered speechless. 

    "You dare ignore me, the great Gelvath?!" With a roar that rolls across the vicinity like a physical wave, he complains. It would appear that he genuinely was waiting for applause from the demons. And for the humans to charge at him in retaliation for his deadly entrance. 

    Everybody freezes at his voice, and he looks around in displeasure. Then, the Alliance army parts, and a group of seven Chosen Knights walk through the opened path. Seeing them, Gelvath crosses his arms and sniffs in disdain as if saying that they should have sent this welcoming committee right away. 

    "So you are the demon that attacked Orthum's sanctum above Pontis Daemonis, huh?" A Chosen Knight in a strangely bulbous-looking brass-color suit of plate armor states, his voice muffled by his almost spherical helmet. He's shouldering a giant hammer with a hole through its head. 

    Kamii, who was walking toward the gatehouse to get a better view from inside the command center, stops in her step. She already expected that the gods would hide the fact that two cursed dark elves sabotaged their strange magical machinery. But why would they lie that it was Gelvath, who shouldn't have been anywhere near Pontis Daemonis that day? 

    "Who wants to know?" Scoffing, the towering red demon asks with a tilt of his head. Despite facing a group of Chosen Knights by himself, he doesn't bat an eye. 

    "Clerebolg, the Blast Knight!" Swinging his hammer through the air in a flourish, the champion in brass armor declares. His muffled voice sounds angry as if Gelvath's attitude doesn't sit well with him. Kamii raises an eyebrow at that, thinking that getting worked up over the actions of an enemy will only invite disaster. Still, the Dominion's intel on the champions indicates that Clerebolg is one of the highest-ranking Chosen Knights. 

    "Not that it matters." Scratching the shaggy black hair behind his horn, the lord of Phoshand responds in a dismissive tone without even looking at the Blast Knight. Then he lets his red gaze sweep across the seven champions and grins. "All of you, come at me together." 

    Suddenly, Gelvath extends his left hand to the side as if grabbing something invisible. In the next moment, a saber's blade materializes out of thin air in his grip. 

    "Did you think this would work against the great me?" Glancing sideways at right below his hand, Gelvath comments in a haughty tone. He appears to be addressing somebody invisible, who responds with a click of his tongue. 

    "Come back here, Folke." A Chosen Knight with short blond hair and a slender build in blue armor calls out in the same direction. Kamii sees footprints appear in the muddy field, and they return to the side of the other Chosen Knights. Gelvath is so sure of himself that he didn't take the opportunity to punish an enemy who tried to assassinate him. 

    "Eight against one then?" He bends the sword in his hand solely by strengthening his grip, then drops it and cracks his neck audibly. "Here, I'll make it fair by using only my left hand." 

    As if that taunt was too much, one of the Chosen Knights rushes forward. It's a caramel-skinned woman in a beige cloak underneath which she wears a suit of silver armor. She's wielding the hilt of a sword without a blade and holds it horizontally. 

    Her feet leave the ground, and she shoots forward on a burst of wind. As a champion of wind magic, it's safe to assume that the hilt acts like a catalyst to focus her magic into. It's a wind sword, invisible but as deadly as the sharpest steel blade. 

    "Vedia, stop!" The knight in blue calls her back, but Vedia's speed lets her close the gap in an instant. With a mighty swing aimed at Gelvath's neck, she intends to end this with a single attack. 

    Almost casually, the red demon zooms forward and extends his left hand, catching the Chosen Knight's sword arm. Before she can react, he lets go and uses the same fist to punch through her silver armor. His hand emerges from her back, and for a moment, Vedia only stares at the forearm stuck in her chest in utter disbelief. Then she goes limp, and the sword hilt in her slack hand drops to the ground. 

    "I didn't think Chosen Knights were this weak." Gelvath looks at the dead knight impaled on his left arm with a frown. He then throws her off as if tossing aside a dirty rag. "Maybe there was no need for me to come out after all." 

    The remaining seven Chosen Knights move as one. After witnessing Gelvath's power, Kamii focuses solely on the footsteps of the invisible Chosen Knight named Folke. Something tells her that even if everybody else is killed here, he will get away. Anyone who can turn invisible is smart enough to avoid fighting a battle he can't win. 

    And sure enough, Folke's footsteps move backward, away from the battle. As the other six engage Gelvath, only the invisible knight retreats as if realizing that this demon called the second coming of Aldeath is too much for them to handle. 

    "He's like Tamariki." Daica approaches Kamii with a worried gaze toward the battle raging outside the east gate. After Vedia fell so unceremoniously, the other Chosen Knights are fighting with far more prudence. 

    "What makes you say that?" The little dark elf asks without turning to her sister. She knows Tamariki from the Royal Academy but never saw her fight. But appearance-wise, Gelvath does remind her of the towering red-skinned demon who always showed her emotions strongly. 

    "See that glow?" The big dark elf guides Kamii's attention to Gelvath's bare chest. He has taken several slashes, some of which have drawn blood. But only moments later, the wounds close up again while accompanied by a glowing light from within, like iron being heated in a forge. "He's adapting." 

    Kamii stares at the red demon and realizes that the weapons that cut his skin before appear to bounce off now. He is not fighting with his full strength yet, taking hits here and there on purpose. The little dark elf can tell that he's only dodging enough to avoid fatal blows that could kill him on the spot. 

    Gelvath is using this fight to grow stronger. If any attack that doesn't kill him only helps him adapt, he could become utterly invincible eventually. And it would seem that the Chosen Knights recognize that fact as well. 

    One of them falls back and attempts to hit him with grand magic that requires time to cast. But Gelvath charges right through the crackling electrical barrier of another Chosen Knight trying to shield him, ignoring the burns all over his skin. With blinding speed, he grabs the neck of the first one trying to cast a grand spell in the middle of a melee battle. A wet cracking sound emerges, and the knight goes limp. 

    "Rather than second coming, he is the spitting image of Aldeath." Ireyo mutters next to Kamii. The rabbit demon approached without making a sound, coming over from her wall section now that the enemy has retreated. "Perhaps offering my services to him may allow me to clear my name." 

    The little dark elf doesn't ask what Ireyo means. During their journey together, she hasn't talked about herself even once. But the fact that she carries a broken sword despite being the Master Smith of the fabled Holai clan must hold profound meaning. 

    Suddenly, a massive explosion occurs in the middle of the battle. A blast of hot air is blown across the watching Alliance army and the demon defenders on the walls. Everybody stares at the spreading dust and smoke, but wind magic from within quickly blows it away. 

    Clerebolg slammed his hammer on the ground before Gelvath and unleashed an explosion that tore Gelvath's left half to shreds. Ireyo's eyes widen at the sight; she just talked about how she wouldn't mind serving under him, and he already appears to be knocking on death's door. 

    "Again!" The Blast Knight shouts, realizing that if he doesn't kill the towering demon with this, he will adapt to it. Raising his hammer, doubtlessly the catalyst for the explosion magic he used, he intends to swing it down once more and end the battle. 

    However, Gelvath grabs the handle with his right hand and stops Clerebolg's follow-up attack. The torn flesh of his left half quickly melds back together while glowing hot like embers. 

    "That hurt." With a grin, the lord of Phoshand watches as the skin on his left hand reforms, then suddenly yanks the hammer toward him to draw the Chosen Knight in. His healed fist shoots forward, but to his surprise, the Blast Knight abandons his weapon and jumps back unexpectedly nimbly for his shape. 

    In the next moment, a massive steel lance flies at Gelvath from behind the line of human spectators. He twists his head around and dodges it by a hair's breadth. The lance scrapes against his horn, spraying sparks as it passes by and impacts the ground behind him. 

    "Are you the one who killed my brother?" A tall and slender woman wearing a silver dress steps out from between the army. Her graceful gait on stiletto heels marks her as a noble, but her furious expression is that of a delinquent. 

    "I killed many of your kind. You'll have to help me remember." Tilting his head until his neck cracks, Gelvath responds in a casual tone. He appears to be trying to anger his enemies at every turn so that they would make mistakes. 

    "He's not like the rabble you've killed." Spitting out in the direction of the two Chosen Knight corpses on the battlefield, the woman declares while continuing to approach. "He was Isidor, the Unassailable Knight." 

    Kamii blinks her eyes twice; she remembers that name. It took her party's combined effort to take Isidor down, and it would have been impossible if not for her cursed arm. 

    It speaks of the Blood Pack's skills that not a single raider who witnessed their battle made it back to the Alliance army to report the appearance of who killed Isidor. 

    The female Chosen Knight steps up to Gelvath, glaring up at the much taller demon from close enough that they're almost toe to toe. He doesn't attack her right away, possibly realizing that her self-confidence must come from her real power. 

    "I don't know." Shrugging, Gelvath only continues to act in a way to infuriate his opponents. "What if I did?" 

    "I'll beat you up and make you apologize under my heel." The woman in silver declares with complete self-confidence. She must have seen the six Chosen Knights fighting this demon together without gaining the upper hand, so it's surprising that she still believes herself to be superior to him by herself. "And then I'll crush your skull." 

    "You are a fine woman. I wouldn't mind having you on top of me - if you know what I mean." Leaning forward, the red demon states with an aloof grin while reaching for her wavy blonde hair. "I'm Gelvath, Lord of Phoshand. What's your name?" 

    "Cassia, Knight of Piercing Steel." She replies before raising a hand and slapping away Gelvath's fingers. 

    "Piercing Steel, huh?" Looking at his hand, now skewered by several steel nails, the demon mutters. Even now, he's wholly unconcerned with being wounded since it wasn't fatal. Pulling one out, he scrutinizes it from up close. "Interesting." 

    In the next moment, both the demon and the female Chosen Knight move. But Cassia is slightly faster, kicking upward but missing Gelvath's head narrowly as the latter dodges backward. However, a massive steel spike shoots up from the mud at her feet at the same time. It pierces Gelvath's forearm right as he attempts to grab her head to crush it. 

    "He'll win." Terog joins Kamii on the battlements and states with a grunt. The little dark elf is of the same opinion from seeing her ability, but she wouldn't bet on it yet. There are many factors in a battle that could swing an unfavorable matchup in an unexpected direction. 

    Gelvath's wounds heal quickly, and it's clear that he still hasn't shown his full strength despite facing the most powerful champions the Alliance has to offer. As long as he doesn't become overconfident and slips up, he alone could be enough to stop the entire invasion here without the help of the Dominion army consolidating in Erbilan. 

    For now, it would appear that Cassia has the upper hand in offense, while Gelvath is put on the defense. Her steel lances emerge from the ground and pierce the red demon's flesh each time despite his ability to adapt to it. Maybe she's still holding back, only slowly increasing her power to keep torturing him. 

    The first steel spike suddenly bends down and comes at Gelvath from his blind spot. He still dodges it by barely tilting his head, but the sharp tip scrapes against his temple and hits his shoulder. It should have pierced the flesh and entered the soft spot between his collarbone and shoulder blade. Instead, it only generates sparks as it slides off his skin and impales the ground. 

    "Yes." Finally, Kamii decides that the time has come that she can confidently agree with Terog's assessment. The Wanderer glances at her curiously, then smiles to himself; his leader truly has incredible insight. 

    "My turn." Gelvath declares with a grin that exposes his sharp canines. He draws back his fist in a completely telegraphed punch, and Cassia narrows her eyes. She hasn't moved from the spot where she stopped before him until now, so maybe he thinks her pride won't let her retreat. 

    Suddenly, an arrow scrapes past Gelvath's face, just short of his eye. He doesn't stop to see where it came from and throws his punch. However, it's blocked by a massive black shield with a bulging top and bottom inserting itself between him and Cassia. The force of the impact is dispersed in a shockwave that spreads across the area like a visible wave. 

    Without missing a beat, Gelvath grabs the top of the shield and tries to rip it out of its wielder's hands. But a beam of light hits his left arm, burning it down to a stump near the shoulder. Stumbling backward, the red demon stares at his writhing wound with utter surprise on his face. Then, he looks past the shield to find the origins of the arrow and the spell. 

    Kamii's eyes widen when she sees Hreidunn and Runa standing on the hill a distance away. The former has another arrow nocked, although her expression implies that she knows she won't be able to hurt Gelvath with those. On the other hand, the half-elf mage has a sphere of light hovering over her staff, implying that she can keep going. 

    Then the person behind the shield is Gram, whose training with Chandra appears to have paid off immensely. A punch that went through both sides of a breastplate and the person wearing it was stopped without even pushing the big man back. 

    "Who told you to shield me?!" To everybody's surprise, Cassia kicks Gram in the back with her stiletto heel. Getting attacked from this unexpected side almost causes him to stumble forward. He turns around to look at the Knight of Piercing Steel. 

    "Was it wrong of me to treat you as a lady in need of help?" He asks with a wry smile, causing Cassia to blink her eyes a few times in surprise. 

    Gelvath uses this moment of inattention to kick Gram's shield, but the impact is dispersed once again. Still, it keeps the big man in check for another moment, winning him valuable time to heal. His left arm is in the process of regrowing already, glowing almost as brightly as the beam that destroyed it. 

    Runa unleashes another beam, but Gelvath ducks behind Gram's shield and out of view. He jams his right hand under its edge and attempts to lift it but appears to be stumped; it's far heavier than he expected. Even with his monstrous strength, all he can do is shake it a little, which alerts the big man to what he's trying. 

    "This is the Immovable Tower, bestowed upon me by the gods!" He declares while pushing forward with all his strength in an attempt to bash the shield into Gelvath's lowered face. But the red demon takes it with his shoulder and stops the big man short. 

    "It just moved, though." Standing fast, Gelvath raises a hand and summons a flame in it. This is the first time since he first appeared that he's using magic, and it seems to be the demons' tribal variant that doesn't require an incantation. 

    Kamii catches herself wanting to shout for Gram to look out. But she holds herself back and watches in silence. She needs to see if the Alliance's narrative that Rolan and his party killed Queen Pelomyx has any truth to it. If they can defeat Gelvath here, she's inclined to believe that they're capable of such a feat. 

    In a swift motion that takes Gram by surprise, the red demon draws back and rounds the Immovable Tower. But the flame in his hand suddenly disappears, and it stops him in his tracks. He just barely avoids another beam from Runa by dodging sideways and taking his distance from Gram. 

    The Chosen Knights have surrounded Gelvath now and appear to be looking for an opening to strike. He snaps his fingers, summoning a tiny spark of fire, then tilts his head questioningly. Looking up, he finds that a third person has appeared beside the half-elf with the beam magic. 

    It's Leif, Hreidunn's nephew. His eyes are sunken and dark, and they harbor a dangerous glint in them. He glares at Gelvath and then lets his hate-filled gaze sweep across the walls of Phoshand. In the next moment, he raises his staff and begins to chant, but it's too far away for Kamii to hear. 

    Then, the most important person appears. Rolan steps up beside Leif and puts a hand on his shoulder. He speaks a few words, and the boy lowers his staff with a grim expression. It appears that he doesn't like being told to stop but still listens to his leader. 

    "The Chosen One has come forward!" A cheer runs through the Alliance army, their words instantly putting Gelvath on alert. By now, everybody in the Dominion has heard that this Chosen One, Rolan Helt, killed Queen Pelomyx in a direct confrontation. 

    The hero's eyes are focused, but even from this far away, Kamii can sense the shadow of doubt hanging over him. Her eyebrows twitch when she realizes that he's still the same old Rolan she trained with under Chandra. He's unsure about the necessity of this war after the demon queen responsible for the corruption in this world has been killed. Still, something compels him into fighting for the humans even now, creating a dilemma in his heart that appears to be eating away at him. 

    "You!" Gelvath focuses on the Chosen One, his burning red eyes filled with anger and hatred. This is the first time he has shown such emotions since his arrival on the battlefield, and it takes everybody around him by surprise. "I'm not going to play along!" 

    Rolan stares at the red demon without a change in his expression, but his eyes are filled with shock. Something inside him appears to click when he sees Gelvath and hears those words.

  


   
    Chapter 146 - Breaking Point 

      

      

    It has been over six moons since the beginning of the invasion. Throughout, Rolan has witnessed the Alliance troops commit many atrocities against demon civilians. He has criticized them each time, trying to reform the conscripted peasants of the empire from within as the Chosen One - to little avail. Hatred for the demons runs deeper than respect for the hero of this age. 

    He felt that his influence wasn't as significant as he thought it would be, even though the gods themselves announced him as the one who would lead humanity toward victory. He has since lost heart and could only push on without understanding why he still did it. 

    But now, at the climax of the siege of Phoshand, he has finally found the reason for it all. Gelvath, Lord of Phoshand, is the demon he saw in the glass capsule ejected from Alkupera's sanctum. 

    And as if adding insult to injury, Gelvath's words only confirm the otherwise unthinkable theory that has grown roots deep inside Rolan's mind. It's a thought that would be considered blasphemy punishable with death in the Empire of Terminus - the main driving force in the Alliance army. 

    It's the idea that the gods are using humans and demons as chess pieces in an unfathomable game that has been going on since the dawn of time. 

    Gelvath must know about this game as well. The gods must have planned for Rolan to defeat this demon, and the attack on the sanctum was only part of the scenario. Saying that a being on par with Queen Pelomyx had emerged was solely to make everything more interesting for the gods. 

    Perhaps the one who transported them to the Dominion so that he could test his limits against Chandra of the Ajura was one of the gods. Maybe even Roshanee was placed in the Lost Tombs was for him to find that day. Could meeting Chloe Marcott have been part of the plan as well? How much of his life was written by the gods? 

    "Rolan." Runa's voice pulls him from his thoughts. He blinks his eyes and looks at her. For a moment, a terrible idea flashes through his mind, but he quickly dismisses it. If he starts to think this way, his very existence will lose all of its meaning. "What's wrong?" 

    "No, it's nothing." Shaking his head, Rolan forces a smile. He knows that Runa can see through him, but that's the best he can muster right now. To avoid further questions, he steps forward with his hand on Roshanee's grip. Despite all the doubts in his mind, grasping the hilt of the Sword of Light gives him a sense of security. 

    Even if everything around him is fake, the light of Roshanee is still real. Even if the power he gained from it was bestowed by the gods, he made it his own the moment he used it to see through their plot. 

    "Come, hero. I will smash this scenario to bits and make my own way." Balling his fist, Gelvath declares in a low and threatening tone. It doesn't sound like he's specifically addressing Rolan with the latter sentence but instead speaking to the gods. He must know something. 

    "Explain." Keeping Roshanee sheathed, the hero asks in a neutral tone. He wants to learn as much as possible, although he knows that the gods must be watching. If this is indeed their game, they won't let him expose anything here. 

    But it would seem that Gelvath has no intention to talk to his fated enemy anymore. Taking a stance for the first time, he raises his right hand in front and holds the left fist at the hip. It's as if he's going to draw an invisible sword. 

    Still, Rolan doesn't give up so easily. He maintains his left hand on Roshanee's hilt while his right hand is slack, showing that he doesn't want to fight. In reality, he can enter the slowed world even without drawing it, so he isn't worried about being defenseless. 

    "Tell me, Gelvath." In an almost imploring tone, Rolan whispers. He doesn't want anybody else overhearing it, but it doesn't matter if they do. After all, there's no way to hide it from the gods. And even if he learned that his theory is correct, it's not like he can change it. 

    "You're persistent, human." Gelvath replies with a frown. "If you don't know, you're only part of the game." 

    "So I was right." Rolan mutters in resignation. 

    "Could it be..." The red demon's eyes widen when he realizes that his opponent could be somebody who has begun doubting the gods as well. If so, maybe they could reach an understanding and even work together to fight their destiny. 

    Gelvath maintains his stance but racks his brain for what to do in this unprecedented situation. One look tells him that Rolan is thinking the same. They're in a precarious position, surrounded by their troops who don't share their views. If they're found out conspiring, they could invite the wrath of their own people on them. 

    "Withdraw?" Rolan mouths, hoping that Gelvath understands. The latter blinks his eyes twice, then nods ever so slightly to imply that he grasped the message. 

    Suddenly, something in Gelvath's mind shifts. He realizes too late what this means and can't even open his mouth to warn the hero. Then, he completes his stance and summons a flame in his palm before swinging it like a sword. 

    A massive blade of fire cuts through the air, decapitating the Chosen Knight on Gelvath's left through his plate armor. Rolan reacts faster than he thought was possible for himself and enters Roshanee's world. One look into the red demon's eyes tells him that he has lost his senses. It would seem that the gods took direct control to force him into fighting. 

    Drawing the sword, Rolan hits the blade of fire that slowly crawls toward him and disperses the flames. But to his surprise, an explosion in Gelvath's back propels the towering demon forward at almost regular speed. For the first time, the Chosen One has to dodge an attack that was started in slowed time. 

    Changing his trajectory in the middle of his movement, Gelvath stretches out an arm to grab Rolan. The latter swings Roshanee and cuts the red demon's wrist, although the sword stops on his bone. It's enough to deflect the hand and causes it to miss. 

    However, a leg comes up to kick Rolan in the gut. His breastplate, the gift from the gods, disperses the impact, but the force still sends him tumbling backward. When he looks up, he realizes that the Gelvath he came to an understanding with earlier is gone completely. The eyes that still betrayed a hint of his presence are now burning with blind rage. 

    With a pained expression, Rolan decides that this path has been closed before him. The gods won't let him find allies in his pursuit for the truth, least of all from among those demons they created for their game. All he can do is put him out of his misery now. 

    For the first time since Queen Pelomyx, Rolan swings his weapon to kill. Although Gelvath can move very fast with explosive movements, he can't fine-tune it inside the slowed world Roshanee grants the hero. Every time they pass each other, the shining blade cuts flesh and draws blood. 

    After what felt like an eternity to Rolan but should have been over in a flash for onlookers, Gelvath's claws find their mark for the first time. But at the same time, Roshanee cuts between the red demon's ribs and hits a lung. 

    A moan runs through the Alliance army when the two fighters break out of their nearly invisible clash and stop for a moment. Rolan's left arm is bleeding, but the hero's expression is filled with sorrow rather than pain. 

    The berserk Gelvath is standing still a short distance away, flames burning like a pair of wings on his back. To everybody's surprise, the cuts on his body don't seem to heal. The particularly grievous gash on his flank is bleeding profusely - a fatal wound if he were human. 

    When the Alliance army sees it, a cheer runs through their ranks. Rolan hears some of them shout that the hero's sword is a holy weapon that will banish all evil. He knows that this isn't the case, considering Roshanee was forged by the Ajura. It wouldn't be wrong to say that it's a demonic weapon, but who knows what the gods did to it before dropping it into his hands. 

    With a roar toward the sky, Gelvath expels more flames from his back. The golden tattoos on his body begin to glow, and his horns appear to grow larger. This goes beyond the illusion that rage can give to onlookers; it's a marked physical change. 

    The demons on the walls watch in utter silence, realizing that if their lord should fall here, Phoshand is lost. After all, if not even he can win against the Chosen One, nobody else can. The same is true for the Alliance; if the hero doesn't win here, Gelvath will go on to rampage through their ranks unhindered. 

    Holding Roshanee with both hands, the hero prepares for the final clash. This time, he will sacrifice his very limbs to cut off Gelvath's head in a single stroke. The pain in his left arm is dulled by his resolve to put possibly the only other person in the world who knows about the gods' plan to rest. 

    Everything slows down once more, and Rolan runs forward in the silence. Gelvath suddenly begins to move as well, not using a burst of fire but charging at him on his legs as if it were the most natural thing to do. Only now does the hero realize that the tattoos weren't glowing but pulsing. With everything slowed down, he can see that they may be an exterior representation of the red demon's heartbeat. 

    In a whirlwind of sword and claw slashes, the two fated combatants flash across the battlefield. Mud splashes under their feet, blood sprays through the air, and the onlookers watch while holding their breaths. Nobody can tell how it's going, and they can only pray that their side will win. 

    Finally, the two separate again in a clash that sends a shockwave through the air. Rolan's gambeson is ripped and covered in blood, and a trickle of it runs down from his cut cheek. His right thigh has been ripped open, and he can barely stay on his feet. 

    But Gelvath falls to his knees, the tendons in his legs cut. His left arm is hanging limply, and the right corner of his mouth has been cut open all the way to the back of his jaw. Rolan tried to behead him, but the red demon opened his mouth to catch Roshanee between his teeth. 

    However, the result is clear; if Gelvath can't regenerate the damage from the glowing sword, he won't be able to continue fighting. Even if Rolan can't finish him off, the Chosen Knights could do the job. The Alliance army breaks out into thunderous cheers, while the demon side can only stare in disbelief. 

     "That hurts..." Gelvath suddenly mutters through his half-destroyed mouth, only loud enough for Rolan to hear. 

    "You're back!" The hero can't suppress the urge to yell, but luckily, nobody seems to hear him. 

    "This... was part of the game as well, huh?" Looking up into the sky, the red demon sighs. He has resigned himself to his fate after realizing that he was dancing in the gods' palm all this time. 

    But Rolan doesn't give up so easily. Now that Gelvath is back, he can find a way to speak to him. In the worst-case scenario, he could use Roshanee and carry the wounded demon away from here. It would mean that he makes an enemy of the Alliance, but for the sake of the truth, he's willing to risk everything. He has seen enough senseless death already. 

    "Can you-" The hero begins to ask but stops when he sees a spark of fire in Gelvath's dangling open mouth. For a moment, he doesn't understand what exactly he's looking at, but then his eyes widen. 

    The red demon's head bursts out in flames. He doesn't even have the breath to scream when the flames burn through his eyes from the inside and melt his skin and flesh. Within moments, his entire body is engulfed in fire that clings like a thick liquid. 

    Turning around, Rolan sees Leif with his staff raised. The red crystal in its tip is glowing, indicating that he's the one who cast the spell. The young man's eyes are opened wide in anger and hatred. Maybe witnessing the leader's battle with Gelvath has caused the memories of Demon Queen Pelomyx's overwhelming prowess to resurface. 

    The Alliance army cheers as they watch Gelvath melt under the heat of Leif's magic. But it causes the contents of Rolan's stomach to rise. It's already too late to save the red demon, so all he can do is behead him to put him out of his misery. Lowering his head, he tries to ignore the ever-louder voices around him when Gelvath's burning head rolls across the ground. 

    He's the Chosen One who killed Demon Queen Pelomyx and now Gelvath, the second coming of Aldeath. To the humans, he is not just a hero in name anymore; they know that he's real. But in his mind, he's nothing more than a piece in the game of the gods. 

    That thought causes Rolan to grind his teeth as he watches Gelvath's head burn to a blackened skull before his eyes. 

      

    He has to leave. 

    This singular thought has been occupying Rolan's mind since the duel in front of Phoshand's gate. Because of his injuries and the approaching dusk, the Alliance army decided to withdraw and finish the siege the following day. 

    He and his party attend the celebratory feast after his wounds were treated. Although several Chosen Knights died, and thousands of Alliance soldiers lost their lives trying to scale the walls just today, the overall atmosphere is elated. Victory is assured, now that the one being said to be as powerful as Demon Queen Pelomyx has been vanquished. 

    Rolan excuses himself from the festivities after only one drink. He feels sick and can't stomach watching people celebrate the upcoming slaughter in Phoshand in advance. Maybe something is wrong with his mind to be so different from everybody else. Still, he would hold onto his sense of justice even if the gods themselves disagree with him. 

    In the tent he shares with his comrades, the hero of this age packs his few belongings and shoulders his surprisingly small backpack. He hasn't spared a single thought on whether he should tell the others about his intentions. He knows that they won't understand his fears and doubts. 

    Rolan isn't thinking straight at this point. His actions are outright desertion and treason, and his companions will take the fall for it. And what is he even supposed to do after leaving? Where will he go, in this foreign land with no way to return home? Is there even a point in returning home when he's alone? 

    But he has to leave. If he stays any longer, he will break down. 

    The armor that Framtith gave him sits on its wooden stand, regal and spotless despite sustaining many hits from Gelvath. He looks down at himself and the battered old equipment he's wearing again. It shows his resolve to return to his origins - a person who fought not for a side but for what's right. 

    "Where do you think you're going?" A voice from the tent's entrance catches Rolan by utter surprise. He spins his head around and finds Gram standing there flanked by Runa and Sigurd. Usually, he would have noticed somebody approaching, but his mind is in too much turmoil to pay attention to his surroundings. 

    For a moment, the three stare at their leader in silence as if expecting him to talk. But his mind is blank because he never considered this scenario. He was sure they were still at the party, especially since he thought he heard Gram's boastful laughter when he left. Did they see him exit the tent and followed him immediately? 

    "You didn't think we would let you leave without us, did you?" Crossing his arms, the big man asks rhetorically. His brow is furrowed in displeasure, silently condemning the leader's selfish decision. 

    Rolan's mouth hangs open at those words. He never even thought about asking them to come with him. Maybe it was because, on a subconscious level, he understood that they would be branded as traitors as well. Especially Runa, who's a champion under Alkupera, should be the furthest from associating with somebody who would turn his back on the gods. 

    "We know how you feel, Rolan." Sigurd is the first to move. He walks over to his belongings and begins to pack them. "That is why we will be coming with you." 

    Runa and Gram follow him into the tent and begin to do the same. The half-elf doesn't meet Rolan's eyes, and her eyebrows are drawn together ever so slightly. He knows that this means she's unhappy with him, and he's well aware of the reason. But seeing that, he can only feel the tension in his body relaxing. 

    "All of you..." Sinking onto his bed, the leader sighs with a wry smile. "We'll be traitors." 

    "But we will be traitors together." Finally, Runa speaks up, shooting Rolan a blue-eyed glare that causes him to straighten his back. He can't believe that he was going to leave her behind in his hasty decision to escape this situation. 

    For a while, there's only silence among them as they pack their belongings while Rolan waits with an introspective smile to himself. The atmosphere isn't cold or awkward, but warm and familial. They feel transported back in time, to when they were still living in Hovsgaerden - before they met Chloe. 

    "What about Hreidunn and..." When the thought crosses his mind, Rolan feels compelled to ask the question his comrades most likely also contemplated. Should they find Hreidunn and Leif and ask them to come as well? Would they even be willing to desert the Alliance army, the perfect support for their revenge on demonkind? 

    Especially Leif seems too far gone now. Since the beginning of the Alliance invasion, he has shown signs of his morality crumbling. Rolan could hold him back from crossing the line many times before, but he noticed it too late today. And although she should have been the responsible adult, Hreidunn has been encouraging that behavior instead. 

    For a moment, everybody remains silent in contemplation; none of them know what to do. Surely, if Hreidunn and Leif knew that the old members of the party are going to desert the Alliance, they would try to stop them. 

    Exchanging a look with each other, they come to a silent agreement. They will leave without Hreidunn and Leif and return to the quartet they used to be. But that thought only raises another question that Rolan tried his best to postpone for his future self to answer. 

    "Where are we going?" Gram asks as they exit the tent. He's no longer wearing the plate armor he got from the gods and is carrying a standard-issue Alliance shield instead of the Immovable Tower. Just like Rolan, he decided that he couldn't take them in good conscience. 

    "I don't know yet. For now, we need to think about how to get out of the camp first." The leader responds with an irresponsible shrug. 

    "I thought we would return to our roots, but did you not go back too far?" Sigurd jokes while making movements as if he's strumming his lute. Even he knows that they shouldn't stand out, so he isn't doing it for real. But because of that, Rolan notices something else. 

    "What's that?" He points at the bard's crossbow, which is still the one from the armory of the gods. 

    "I thought that leaving it behind would be a waste." Now it's up to Sigurd to shrug. "It was a gift, after all." 

    Sighing, Rolan shakes his head. The crossbow neither has a name nor any magical properties, unlike the items Rolan and Gram chose, so it should be alright to keep it. Of course, that is if there really isn't anything special about it. 

    The hero's party makes its way through the camp, avoiding the campfires around which the regular soldiers are gathered while celebrating with the double rations they received for the feast. In their revelry, they don't pay the passing group any attention. Thus, Rolan and the others make it to the wooden palisades marking the edge of the camps unhindered. 

    "Now comes the hard part." Gram mutters. He knows best that he stands out among the regular folk, not only because of his height but also his bald head and thick mustache. All the Alliance soldiers know what he looks like because he's always seen around the Chosen One. 

    "Can we not climb over the wall in a place with less security?" Runa wonders while looking at the gate guards. They're paying close attention to the perimeter despite the cheerful voices from the camp behind them. The walls of Phoshand in the distance are silent, but the demons could sally out for a desperate attack at night to avenge their fallen lord. 

    "Leave it to me." Sigurd flaps his cloak open to reveal his lute, then walks forward in a confident gait. The others exchange glances with each other but trust in their companion. When it comes to his skills in persuasion, they never let the party down. 

    Rolan and the others watch as the bard speaks to the guards at the gate. They talk for a while, then laugh together. Finally, Sigurd gives them the covert signal to approach. It means that they shouldn't be suspected anymore and can engage in casual conversation. Exchanging another glance with each other, the party joins the bard and the guards on duty. 

    "Truly, you are such a greathearted man." The guards lower their heads to Rolan. Then, as if remembering, they face the others and do the same. "Of course, you too. For you to come out here to remember the fallen while everybody else is celebrating today's victory..." 

    "It is only right to honor the brave souls who lost their lives against the demons." Sigurd takes off his feathered hat and closes his eyes, then opens one to glance at Rolan as if signaling that he should be playing along. So, this is the story the bard spun for the guards to let them out of the camp. 

    "Shouldn't you wear your armor? And why a simple shield?" One of the soldiers asks Gram with a worried expression on his face. The big man stands out for looking different from usual after all. Even the fact that he doesn't carry the Immovable Tower but a standard-issue shield doesn't go unnoticed. 

    "I didn't feel right to use the gift of the gods as a table. Not that its shape would have allowed it anyway." But to his comrades' surprise, Gram comes up with a quick-witted response. He opens his large backpack to reveal food and a wrapped wine bottle. "We're going out to dine with the fallen, after all." 

    For a moment, the guards only look up at the big man in silence. But then, some of them break out in tears when they realize how far the hero and his party are willing to go for the simple folk. Without further ado, the men suggest that they move on before it becomes too late, no longer questioning the decision not to wear any armor so close to the enemy city. 

    Rolan and the others begin to walk toward the battlefield, where the corpses in the field have been cleared away. Those near the city walls have been left there out of fear that the cleanup crew would be shot at if they get too close. 

    In the darkness, they could slip away at any time, so they don't have to worry about the camp guards watching them. Thus, Gram turns his earlier lie into truth when he finds a few rocks and places his flat shield on top of them. Arranging some of the food he took from the camp, he uncorks the wine bottle and scatters some of its contents before the makeshift table. 

    The others watch the ritual in silence, offering a prayer for the souls of the dead in their hearts. Only Rolan isn't sure what he should do; his companions don't yet know his doubts about the gods. He was never much of a believer, but he would have dedicated his prayer to Avilok to guide the souls into the next life back then. 

    Now, he only feels a void where the reassurance of the gods watching over him used to be. But he doesn't want something to replace the gods; he wants to fill the void with the truth. 

    "What about the shield?" Runa asks after the moment of silence is over. It doesn't feel right for him to take it away after laying out all the offerings to the fallen on top of it. 

    "The dead don't need to eat, but we do on this journey ahead of us." To no surprise, Gram's pragmatic side shows itself when it comes to food and drink. He begins to stash everything into his backpack again and takes a sip from the wine bottle, which he didn't fully empty out on the ground. 

    But then, he gathers the stones he used to balance the shield on into a pile and places the bottle in front of it. It's both a concession and an apology to the dead for his disrespectful pragmatism. With another moment to regard the unremarkable burial cairn, the party finally sets off into the night. 

    "Where are we going from here, leader?" Suddenly, Sigurd breaks the silence as if ignoring the solemn atmosphere surrounding them. It's a question the answer to which Rolan has been contemplating since he made up his mind to desert the Alliance army and abandon the path the gods laid out for him. 

    "I'm not sure." Glancing down at Roshanee's hilt, Rolan responds. He takes a long and deep breath to gather his feelings, then makes a decision. "I think I want to try finding the Stormcrow and get some answers from her." 

    The others wait as if expecting him to explain how they'll go about doing this. After all, the blind seer only appears when she deigns to do so. Where would they even begin to search in this vast land of the Dominion? Especially in the middle of a war in which both sides will regard them as the enemy now. 

    "I have an idea." Gram scratches the stubble on his chin and states with a thoughtful look at the star-studded sky. "It could be suicide... but we don't have much of a choice now." 

      

    The following morning, the confusion and grief in the Alliance camp are noticed even in Phoshand. Even though Gelvath, the greatest obstacle standing in the humans' way to winning the siege, had been killed the previous day, they don't press the attack. 

    The demons soon learn the reason for that from their spies embedded in the Alliance. Rolan Helt, the Chosen One, disappeared overnight along with his party. The words desertion and betrayal are already being thrown around among the commanding brass. It's good news for Phoshand since the besiegers make no attempts at attacking due to the lowered morale, so they can take a breather and rest for the day. 

    When the siege resumes the day after, Kamii and her party have already left the city. Unlike the Chosen One, they depart with their allies' blessing to catch Rolan and his comrades. 

    As they cross a hill, Kamii looks back at the distant Phoshand. The siege has restarted, but without the deterrent against the Chosen Knights that Gelvath represented, nothing will stop the Alliance from overrunning the city within the day. The reinforcements on their way from the Dominion heartlands won't make it in time. 

    Burning the image of the city into her mind, the little dark elf turns away and marches on with unwavering determination. Much has been sacrificed for her to get this far, so it's her duty to produce results. Capturing the man who killed Queen Pelomyx is only one part of it. 

    It takes Senka and Terog a few days to discover Rolan and his party's trail. At this point, they're about eight days behind their prey. 

    The tracks lead south rather than Kamii's initial idea that they would head east. Deserters of the Alliance generally try to escape toward the east coast and commandeer a ship so that they can sail back home. Usually with little success. 

    The little dark elf was sure that they would try the same to return home to the Kingdom of Lares. However, Rolan and his party are moving away from both the Dominion heartlands and the Alliance's path of invasion. If they maintain their course, they will leave behind the Niverlant Sea of Trees and reach the Untamed Region in a fortnight. 

    As they travel on little-treaded trails, the Band of Fate, as the Stormcrow called them, passes through burned-down villages every day. The Alliance army continues to send out marauding forces to raid the countryside, razing settlements wherever they could. Indeed, they have already spread out all across the Niverlant Sea of Trees to sow as much devastation as possible. 

    Inhabitants slow to escape have been massacred on the spot. Still, most demons have already evacuated into the surrounding forests and hills. After the raiders pass through, they return to rebuild or take their remaining belongings and head for the Dominion heartlands to seek refuge. 

    Some survivors remain in the ruins of their homes, usually the elderly and infirm, who would only slow down their younger and healthy family members during their march. It's from them that Kamii and her party hear news of the group of humans they pursue. 

    "The young man, their leader. He had such sad eyes." One elderly bakari with silver hair and a long goatee reminisces about Rolan, who came through six days ago. 

    "You didn't run when you saw him?" Terog asks with an eyebrow raised in skepticism. In this invasion, even a group of four humans should be enough to make non-combatants flee for their lives. After all, one can never know whether one of them is a champion of the human gods. 

    "It didn't feel like they were coming to attack us." The bakari responds while stroking his goatee thoughtfully. As a member of the short-lived Bakari clan, he may be surprisingly young - especially when compared to the longer-lived people in Kamii's party. Still, he gazes into the distance with wisdom in his eyes. "I could tell that deep in his heart, he was apologizing for what his fellow humans from the Alliance did. Even if he found no words to express himself, I understood." 

    "Where did they go?" Ireyo asks in an impatient tone. She cares little about how Rolan might feel; he and his party killed Gelvath. Phoshand has most likely already fallen by now, and its more than a hundred thousand inhabitants and defenders must have been massacred in the streets. And his actions directly led to that outcome. 

    "South." After overcoming his initial surprise at the rabbit demon's unfriendly demeanor, the bakari points at the south gate of the destroyed village. "They didn't stay the night even though the sun was already about to set when they arrived. It's as if they have somewhere they want to go as quickly as possible." 

    Terog glances at Kamii, the only person here who would know how the human hero thinks. The little dark elf tilts her head and looks up at the blue sky, although she already has an inkling where Rolan and the others might be heading. 

    "Let's stay on their trail." That's all she says, maintaining her perfect poker face. The suhra Wanderer must be thinking his part but doesn't pursue the matter any further. 

      

    On the first day of the new moon, the Band of Fate exits the Niverlant Sea of Trees and enters the Untamed Region in the Dominion's great southern plains. They're only barely closing the distance to their target, even with the little time they take for breaks and sleep. It's at this point that Terog can't help but ask Kamii what she knows. 

    "They're most likely heading for Ajurai." The little dark elf responds while looking into the campfire before her. 

    "What? Why would they go there?" The Wanderer stares at Kamii in disbelief. The fortress city of the Ajurai clan is a pilgrimage site for demons who want to test their mettle and train with the best. But it's on the other side of the Dominion, far from any historical or recent invasion routes. Humans shouldn't even know about its location. 

    "It's the only place in the Dominion they know that lies in that direction." Kamii gestures toward the southwest, near the edge of where the sun's last rays dye the sky red. "I have no idea why they're going there, though. Elaborate suicide?" 

    The only person to smile wryly at that joke is Daica, but she quickly wipes it off her face when she realizes nobody else is joining. She has become much more self-confident after learning to give out orders in Phoshand, but it hasn't changed that she's still an awkward person at heart. 

    "I would prefer they come toward us to commit suicide instead." Hestia declares in a cold tone. Her frown suggests that she's fed up with chasing after Rolan's tracks in the dirt. Unlike Kamii's words, hers are not a joke; she would kill him the moment they met. 

    "Once we reach open land, I can carry you." Dregana suggests but shoots Zancrax a sideways glance. His granite armor looks like it weighs more than the minotaur himself. She's implying that he will have to walk on his own two hooves. 

    By carry, the dragonkin means on the ground. She has a massive wingspan and incredibly powerful arms, but her body isn't perfected for flight. Even though she's a one-of-a-kind true dragon and dragonkin hybrid, her overall form is better suited for the four-legged gait of her lesser kin. 

    Nobody responds to Dregana's suggestion, causing her to glare at them one by one before turning to Hestia. Her eyes grow moist, and her frowning mouth flaps open and closed once, seeking help. She must be thinking that everybody lost all respect for her after getting to know her better. Even though the expression in her eyes is always severe, her heart is surprisingly fragile.  

    "We'll see." Kamii responds with a shrug. 

    "S-so, our destination is Ajurai? W-we can cut down on t-time looking for tracks then." Daica, slowly returning to her usual stutter despite being quite familiar with her companions by now, opens the magic map she procured in Phoshand. 

    Ajurai isn't marked on any maps. But as somebody who has been there, Ireyo can point to the approximate location when looking at the surrounding landscape. Only now does Kamii realize how far out it is from anywhere else of importance. 

    "Aren't the Ajura one of the Four Great Clans? Why are they in such a remote place?" Senka gestures at the overall region surrounding Ajurai, which is marked as a wasteland dotted by a few oases. Compared to the heartlands, there's nothing of importance in the south of the Dominion. 

    "They have been there since before the formation of the Dominion." Ireyo replies mysteriously. "Legends say that they protected these lands from an unknown threat from the south long before its inhabitants even became aware of the Ajura. Only they know the truth." 

    Terog listens intently but realizes that the rabbit demon has nothing more to add to the story. As a Wanderer, he has a duty to learn as much as he can for the benefit of his clan, but he always had a naturally inquisitive mind. 

    "Are you absolutely certain that they will be heading there?" Hestia asks inquires while looking at the map. 

    "It's the most likely place." Kamii declares with a nod. Her intent amethyst gaze on the black angel implies that she knows the risks of making such an assumption without proof. If they go all the way to Ajurai instead of following the tracks, they could lose Rolan and the others forever. 

    "Now would be a good time for that Stormcrow to appear." Zancrax mutters, causing everybody to look up at the towering minotaur sitting behind them. Even if it weren't for his granite armor, he's so massive that he appears like a boulder from afar. 

    "Yes, I would like a word with her, too." Senka's tone and the flick of the throwing knife in her hand suggest that she wants to catch the elusive blind seer and learn the secrets to her foresight. 

    The cawing of a surprisingly close-by crow causes the party to stiffen, and they look around in the darkness that has taken hold of the sky as the last hints of the sun fade over the western horizon. The two dark elves' almost glowing amethyst eyes dart around, but the small forest they're taking shelter in from the night doesn't reveal anything to their night vision. 

    "Careful what ya say. She's always watching." Terog whispers in an exaggeratedly dramatic tone before chuckling. The others join him, although an uneasy atmosphere hangs over them. 

      

    The pursuers continue to follow Rolan and his party's tracks for a while longer to make absolutely sure they don't lose their quarry, even if they won't gain on them either. They begin to move southwest, in the direction of the Degar steppes' eastern edge. Everything points to Kamii's conjecture being true. 

    The lawless Untamed Region is strangely serene, but the lack of settlements means that both parties need to hunt and gather for their supplies. Senka and Terog pick through the remains of camps left by Rolan and his companions to find remains of local wildlife and plants. They certainly don't seem to care about the purported corruption in the Dominion. 

    "I will scout ahead and find them." Hestia suggests one morning. Dregana puts down her backpack and already begins to undress so that she can transform without destroying her clothes. 

    "And what will you do then?" Kamii asks in her usual straightforward tone. 

    "Kill them." With this cold declaration, the black Fata spreads her wings as if to say that she has made her decision. 

    "No." Standing up from packing the few belongings she has, the little dark elf asserts in a commanding tone. It causes Hestia to stare at her with a surprised expression. Then, her eyebrows drop in displeasure. 

    "Since when are you the leader, Kamii?" The Fata asks in a rhetorical tone. So far, she had no problems with following the little dark elf's decisions, but now, her cold crimson eyes clash with her opposite's intense amethyst galaxies. 

    "Nobody challenged my taking charge before." But Kamii shrugs and defuses the situation a little by acting aloof. However, her mind is racing to find a solution; she always knew that the headstrong Hestia would disagree with her eventually. She has a strong albeit warped sense of justice. 

    When they learned that Rolan is the one who killed Queen Pelomyx, Hestia was only filled with hatred and wished for revenge. On the other hand, Kamii wanted to know the circumstances that led to the two even meeting in the first place. The little dark elf traveled with Rolan and the others, while Hestia only met them once. Conversely, the Fata had the opportunity to speak to Mahkotoh's mother while Kamii barely exchanged a few words with her. 

    "Calm down, girls." Senka speaks up in an annoyed tone that surprises everybody but Kamii and Hestia. The doll girl met Mahkotoh before they did and appears to be the one who knows her the best. Strangely enough, they both feel that her status is higher than theirs. "This was a long time coming. Harems never work out." 

    "What do you mean?" Hestia narrows her eyes at Senka, who only shrugs. 

    "In either case, we know what the yandere wants to do with Rolan when she gets to him." Ignoring the Fata's glare, the doll girl turns to Kamii. "It's a little late to ask this now but better than never. What about you? What are your plans with him?" 

    The little dark elf lowers her gaze and contemplates how to word things. There's no question that Rolan did kill Queen Pelomyx, or he would have never traveled with the Alliance army. What is she expecting from a meeting with him? Her companions will try their hardest to kill him even if he may be too powerful for them at this point. The most likely solution is a bloodbath. 

    "Capture him." Kamii states in as sure a tone as she can muster at this point. She pauses, causing everybody to wait intently for her to continue. After all, this isn't an answer any of them will be satisfied with this time. 

    Then, a thought occurs to her. She hasn't been thinking about it much lately, but her current biggest goal in life isn't to capture Rolan and his party or help the Dominion win against the human invasion. It's to survive and reunite with Mahkotoh. 

    "Let the princess decide what to do with him." She finally declares, free of doubts now. This should appease Hestia as well, who only acts for two reasons: For Mahkotoh's sake or out of self-interest. They're both generally aligned. 

    It would seem that the black Fata didn't expect that answer. Her eyes widen, then she looks down and smiles in resignation. It's truly the best argument to counter her selfish wish for revenge. 

    Hestia knows her own heart well. Her formerly weak personality was changed by the corruption, and sometimes, dark emotions that threaten to swallow everything take over. Only her love for Chloe prevents her from going over the edge, but she sometimes fears even that might be pushed aside someday. 

    That's why she has been trying her best to make only simple decisions that she believes would align with Chloe's wishes. Surely, she will kill Rolan in revenge for murdering her mother, but that's not for Hestia to determine. Chloe deserves to make that decision and deliver the punishment herself. 

    "And that's why I'm the leader." Kamii proclaims in a presumptuous tone. Hestia and the others can only stare at the little dark elf in bafflement; nobody expected that she would make such an arrogant declaration. When nobody says a word, she feels compelled to explain herself with a deadpan look. "It was a joke." 

    For a moment, nobody knows how to react to that. But then, Zancrax chuckles quietly. He has proven to be the taciturn type when not in battle, so it's unexpected of him to break the silence. Soon, the others laugh as well. For the first time in a while, the party is steeped in a relaxed atmosphere. 

    Senka watches the two girls who looked close to coming to blows and sighs. Gazing up at the brightening sky, she wonders what Makoto is doing out there.

  


   
    Chapter 147 - Fire And Ice 

      

      

    One morning, almost exactly five moons since casting off from Gaislaic, Khuko sights land in the misty distance. According to Captain Morden's calculations, they should be coming up near the border between the Kingdom of Lares and the northwestern reaches of the Kongensgrad. Beyond the shores is frost giant territory. 

    As they approach the harsh cliffs, they find Flann standing at the top of one jutting rock. Her black hair peeks out from underneath a hooded cloak whipped about by the cold winds, but she stands perfectly still like a statue marking their destination. 

    "Is she always like this?" Lervia asks with one eyebrow raised. 

    "I don't know her well enough to answer that." Lenoly replies, her other eyebrow raised. She's more amazed that the androgynous girl somehow got ahead of them. Could she have been waiting on this cliff for the past seven moons all by herself? 

    Everybody on the ship watches as Flann raises her hand, the one not holding the gnarled wooden staff that used to belong to her father, and points further north. They turn their heads, but all they can see are more cliffs veiled in mist. 

    "She's telling us that there's a place to land that way." Ninlil interprets Flann's gesture, but Morden looks at her with a skeptical expression. He never met the black-haired girl, so he's not sure about trusting her even if the former maid leader says it. 

    "Just past the glacier be a steep rocky beach, cap'n." Tibur, still wet from having just climbed back onboard after scouting underwater, walks up the steps of the aftercastle. 

    "Ye sure 'bout listenin' to that lassie?" Morden asks Ninlil while eyeing the distant Flann with his one good eye. 

    "We'll have to trust her. She's our guide." The catgirl replies with her arms crossed, tilting her head slightly when she can't find a better word to describe Mithra's daughter. Considering she didn't travel with them, she can hardly be considered a guide, but she's the only one who knows where to go from here. 

    Grumbling to himself, Morden commands the crew to reduce sail and steers the Catty Shark north. He discusses their approach with Tibur since the shark demon mapped the area's shallows in his scouting dive. The captain and his old crew don't know the lay of the sea so far north, so they have to go it slowly. 

    When Lenoly looks up at the cliff, she finds that Flann has disappeared. If she didn't know that the black-haired girl is the child of Court Magician Mithra, a mysterious demon who can use space magic to teleport wherever he pleases, she would have panicked. 

    The Catty Shark slowly rounds the cape and comes upon the glacier that Tibur mentioned. The bluish-white ice forms a wall as far as the eyes can see in the mist, but it towers almost as high as the cliffs surrounding it. As they pass it, large chunks of ice break off under their own weight and splash into the water. 

    "And that's why ye keep a respectful distance." Morden points at the waves propagating from where the ice impacted the sea. But aside from Tibur and Genie, everybody is staring at the spectacle in awe. Even Ninlil never saw a glacier in her long life, so she's taking it all in with a wondrous expression. 

    The shark demon made it sound like a short distance, but it takes them a while to pass the glacier before finding the steep stone beach beyond it. It appears that the stretch of land used to be underneath the ice before parts of it melted, leaving behind gravel and sand. 

    "How long will ye be out there?" Lenoly overhears the captain asking the former maid leader when they ready the small boat to transport the expedition over on land. The little bakari turns her head to look at them, but Flann appears behind Morden and Ninlil between two blinks. 

    "Let me explain." She says, causing the two to flinch and spin around in shock. 

    Tamariki, who's in the process of pulling up the frozen Asoko statue from the cargo hold, lets go of the rope in surprise. The other maids cry out in horror, but the statue is caught in the spider web that Zalnee prepared for precisely this possibility. Everybody breathes a sigh of relief, although they know that the frozen figure won't break - the red-skinned demon tried it before. 

    "You will be heading for Brandhjem, home of the fire giants. It is a fortnight's walk from here." Flann gestures northeast with her staff, a direction that leads deep into frost giant territory. But this is the first time any of them have heard of fire giants, even for those who lived or grew up in the Kingdom of Lares. 

    "What's this about fire giants?" Tamariki expresses her unabashed interest despite the obvious dangers of both components that make up their name. Frost giants are historically a threat to human settlements near the northern borders. One would think that the fire variant would be even more dangerous. 

    "Are you sure we can just waltz into their home and ask for their help?" Lenoly wonders, receiving an intent blue stare from Flann in response that causes the little bakari to close her mouth. Even though she didn't say anything wrong, she feels like she did. 

    "I have spoken to them. They await your arrival." The black-haired girl states in her usual emotionless tone. With these words, she deems the explanations as sufficient and disappears into a vortex in space. 

    "Shiver me timbers!" Morden comments when reality snaps back before his eyes, and Flann reappears on the shore to await their landing. He has seen much over his long life, but given its scarcity, this is the first time he has witnessed space magic. His eyebrows then drop into a frown, and he shouts out over the railing while raising a fist in complaint. "But ye didn't explain how long ye would be gone!" 

    "Don't worry. You should be able to make a round trip to the Enclave in the time it takes us to get back here." Ninlil puts a hand on the captain's arm and smiles. 

    The Enclave is a hidden village of demon refugees just over the border to the Kingdom of Lares. Those who escape from the Dominion always pass through there before moving deeper into the human lands. The settlement has fewer than a thousand inhabitants since it risks being detected if it grows too large. 

    It's where Lenoly's family landed when they came to these distant shores. One part of her is curious about the village, but her priority at this moment is being lifted out of the cargo hold before her eyes. And after that is to return to the Dominion and defend it against the Alliance invasion. 

    It could take a long time for Asoko to be thawed out. In that case, they can send Flann here to inform Morden when he comes to pick them up here. 

    As the boat reaches the shore with Tamariki carrying Helleis on her shoulders and the Asoko statue beside her, Lenoly breathes a sigh of relief. She always believed that Morden would bring them here safely, but seeing it actually happen is a different matter. With this, they at least no longer risk losing Asoko to the endless depths of the ocean. 

    Tibur returns the empty boat for the second trip to carry over the other maids and some provisions. Ninlil will go on the last shipment after exchanging a few more words with the captain. Lenoly leaves the two to themselves and boards with Lervia and the others, looking ahead toward the path they will take. 

    The glacier curves between two snow-capped mountains and creates a naturally-formed gravely pathway along its edge. The steep incline and tricky footing mean that they have an arduous trek before them, even before crossing the mountains beyond. 

      

    "We need to find shelter!" Lenoly shouts over the storm toward the front of the procession. Nezera and Chialdara are suffering in the freezing winds due to how their bodies are built. Even the stoic Helleis looks like she's having a hard time. 

    The journey through the mountains went smoothly for the first eight days. The pristine and untouched wilderness alternating between coniferous forests in the narrow valleys and bare rock on the slopes at higher elevations instills a sense of loneliness. No frost giants have been sighted so far, although the northwestern Kongensgrad is deep in their territory. 

    But on the ninth day, they were caught in a blizzard that has been raging for four days since then, seemingly only growing more intense with every passing day. Lenoly is reminded of Kamii's story about how they tried to cross the Kongensgrad at the onset of winter. This is what she must have faced back then. 

    Tamariki, plowing through the snow with her towering stature at the front of the column, comes to a stop and turns her head. She's still wearing the same kind of thin, sleeveless shirt that she used to while they were at the academy. Even just looking at the red demon's long but breezy skirt causes Lenoly to shiver from a sense of second-hand cold. 

    "Let's build a house with earth magic?" She suggests after putting down the Asoko package on her back. Khuko, the only other person wholly unaffected by the cold because she's akin to living stone, looks up with clear interest in her eyes. She never built a house using earth magic before. 

    "We shouldn't stop on the middle of a slope." Ninlil complains. "Let's at least make it to a rock face." 

    "There's plenty of rock under our feet now." Khuko stomps her clawed foot as if to demonstrate the solidity of the ground. Despite or because she has been living in the crow's nest for almost the entire journey from Gaislaic, she's the happiest to be on land again. 

    "If we stand out, frost giants could spot us from afar." The former maid leader asserts, but her argument doesn't carry much weight when only her upper half is peeking over the snow. 

    "In this whiteout?" Zalnee comments while looking around. Visibility is so bad that they can barely see the front of the column from the very back. As an arachne demon, she can't regulate her body temperature, so she's making an incredible exception and letting Lervia ride on her back. The little bakari is using her high body temperature to counteract the freezing cold. Even then, Zalnee doesn't register the cold with her own senses, and her movements are growing noticeably slower. 

    "I am about to hibernate..." Chialdara interjects sluggishly, swaying dangerously. Her snake hair is already coiled up and unmoving underneath her hood, quite unlike its usual behavior. Like the other maids, she has heat packs made from crushed red catalyst crystals inside her thick cloak, but it would seem that they aren't enough to keep her warm. 

    "House it is." Without awaiting Ninlil's verdict, Tamariki begins to chant a spell and stomps her foot on the solid ground. A wall of stone breaks through the snow like a breaching whale, instantly blocking the wind blowing in their faces. 

    Khuko follows her example but gestures with her hand and doesn't speak an incantation. With her natural earth affinity, she's on the level of a Chosen Knight when it comes to magic. In an instant, two walls of the temporary house are formed, and Ninlil sighs in resignation. 

    The maids quickly huddle into the corner while Tamariki raises the third wall, and Khuko makes the front with a door. Finally, they work together on completing the roof. In the meantime, those maids who can still move clear the interior of snow, with Lenoly and Lervia using fire to dry the ground as best as they can. 

    Soon, the shelter is completed, and warmth begins to permeate the air inside. The maids curl up together while the two little bakari begin to prepare a hot meal on a flame from Lenoly's staff. Zalnee's first instinct is to spin a web around the Asoko statue and affix it in a corner, with Anthera watching curiously from the sidelines. 

    The ceiling is tall enough for Helleis, the tallest among them, to stand upright. Thus, Nezera flaps her wings and flies up to search for a place to hang from. A moment later, she floats back down with a disappointed expression, not having found any place to hold onto. 

    "Here." Khuko gestures at the ceiling with her hand, and a cross beam grows from the stone. The bat maid's face lights up, and she quickly flies up and hooks onto it with her clawed feet. Folding her winged arms around her body, she hums happily at having found her spot. With the warmth of the fire rising to the ceiling, she can also enjoy the temperature difference. 

    Chialdara tries to crawl into the pile of backpacks in the corner but is held back by Flann appearing in a vortex before her. The medusa maid stumbles back in shock, and the sluggish snakes on her head hiss angrily. 

    "There you are." Lenoly grumbles at the black-haired girl with the gnarled wooden staff. Her expressionless gaze causes the bakari to swallow her complaints. 

    "You are close. Why are you stopping in the middle of the day?" Flann asks, utterly deaf to the atmosphere in the shelter. 

    "Hmph!" Khuko opens the stone door by sliding it open with her magic and points at the blizzard outside. Tilting her head slightly, Flann very obviously wonders how showing her that is an explanation. 

    "Just come here." Lenoly waves the emotionless girl over and pats the ground next to her. It would seem that Flann follows the direct orders of some people without hesitation as she sits down next to the little bakari. "Have a meal with us." 

    Staring at Lenoly with a pair of unfathomable blue eyes, Flann waits silently. Ninlil crosses her arms and thinks her part about Mithra's daughter. Something about her feels strangely familiar, but she can't pinpoint it. 

    "I guess we'll start moving again when the storm lets up." Tamariki suggests while looking through one of the breathing holes on the side facing away from the oncoming wind. "It can't go on forever... right?" 

    "Who knows? It's the middle of winter right now, so we could be stuck here for a while." She doesn't like being the bearer of bad news, but Lenoly speaks up with a grim expression. She lived in the Kongensgrad north of the capital before entering the Royal Academy, although it wasn't this far north and up in the mountains. Winter was always harsh, and a family could be cooped up inside for a whole moon because of a blizzard. 

    "If nothing else, those who can should just keep going while the others stay here." The towering red demon states in a matter-of-fact tone. She gestures at Khuko and the two bakari maids, although Ninlil has shown that she appears to be quite resistant to the weather as well. Nezera, Anthera, Zalnee, and Chialdara won't be able to continue in the freezing temperatures, and Helleis will soon start to lag behind as well. 

    "No, we won't split up." The former maid leader declares. "It doesn't matter if we get delayed here a little longer." 

    After spending nearly six moons on the Catty Shark, their sense of urgency regarding the situation back in the Dominion has faded. Most expedition members joined because they wanted to bring their beloved princess back rather than for the greater good of their nation. As such, all they care about is succeeding in the task they set out to do. 

    When Ninlil hears the round of sighs of relief going through the shelter, she looks down at the small campfire illuminating the dark interior. Her reason for coming all this way wasn't her personal interest in Asoko. She hasn't forgotten that the Dominion's unity depends on her return. 

    Balancing the survival of the maids, their morale, and this vital task is all up to her. As one of the original demons who followed Aldeath on his path to hegemony, she's used to the pressure of being in a leading position. But the fate of the entire Dominion rides on their success - even if it's all a lie. 

    Lenoly glances at the catgirl, seeing through her thoughts even though she maintains her usual inscrutable façade. As the only other person here who knows Asoko's true identity, she also has an internal struggle regarding this expedition. 

    For now, they have to focus on bringing her back. They will deal with the consequences of this deception when they arise. 

      

    To the expedition's fortune, the blizzard begins to slow down three days later. While the wind is still howling, it's clear that the storm will pass soon enough. Their supplies are waning, and staying cooped up in a small shelter causes friction between some of the maids, so it's a welcome development. 

    Everybody has been on edge, but Helleis stands out the most. Lenoly has never been close with any of the maids aside from her fellow bakari, Lervia. She only knows the others because of their relationship with Asoko, but she became more familiar with their personalities on the sea voyage. 

    However, she's surprised to find that Helleis has only been keeping up the façade of a prim and proper maid all this time. She had a hard time on the swaying ship and asked Tamariki to carry her to land on the first boat, even though she didn't like the humiliating treatment of riding on her shoulders. She was looking forward to the freedom of open space, but now, she's back in the confines of a small room. 

    The centaur maid lashes out at anybody entering her personal space and whips her tail around in displeasure. Her speech pattern has also changed and become rougher, getting closer to Khuko's. That must be her real personality. 

    She has reflexively kicked at several people passing by behind her. Luckily, the only person who was hit so far was Tamariki. After receiving a resounding slap over her backside from the red demon, she mended her slipping attitude and apologized. But it's clear that she's on edge. 

    The overall mood is heavy, with Zalnee eyeing Anthera as food, Chialdara essentially hibernating in the pile of backpacks, and Khuko poking holes into the walls and fixing them again as a pastime. Only Ninlil sits in a corner as if meditating, her presence the only reason things haven't fallen into chaos yet. 

    "Uh, somethin's comin' dis way." Khuko suddenly remarks after poking a hole through the northern wall and looking through it. "'is big." 

    "An animal?" Lenoly walks over to the gargoyle maid and asks. 

    "Two legs." The latter turns around and replies with a nervous laugh. The little bakari scoots closer and looks through the hole from which cold air streams inside. Although the storm has subsided, for the most part, visibility is still poor. 

    Even then, there are no doubts as to what's approaching them. The towering figure's features are hard to make out in the blizzard, but the overall shape is unmistakable. 

    "Frost giant." Lenoly mutters, causing everybody to perk up. She can't tell how close he is and if he's alone. But their shelter is covered in snow and should blend in with the surrounding landscape. 

    "Stay calm." Ninlil stands up and orders quietly. She's making sure not to give away their position through any noise. Walking over to the little bakari, the former maid leader looks through the hole and beholds the approaching giant. "We don't know if he sees us." 

    Tamariki is already eagerly awaiting her turn at the viewing hole since she has never seen a frost giant before, but Ninlil gestures for her to stay put, causing the red demon to pout. Lenoly feels the heavy footsteps vibrating on the ground and realizes just how massive the giant must be. 

    "Come out. We know you're there." A low rumbling voice reaches everybody in the shelter, causing them to flinch at the sensation in their chests. To everybody's surprise, the giant speaks in Imperian, although with the distinctly Nordur accent that Lenoly grew up with. "Or we'll smash that hut and you all with it." 

    The expedition freezes at those words and exchanges nervous glances with each other. But only Lenoly, Ninlil, and Khuko know how real that threat is because they can see the giant making it. He's standing two dozen paces away, towering at over three times Tamariki's height. It's not an opponent any of them could fight. And if his words are to be believed, then he's not alone. 

    "We'll hide unnerground." Without missing a beat, Khuko gestures at the rocky floor of the slope they built their shelter on. With a few simple movements, the solid stone shifts and opens into a hole. It becomes deeper as the gargoyle maid begins to walk inside with her hands extended as if she were pushing an invisible weight. 

    The tunnel is barely high enough for Helleis to fit into, although she has to duck her human upper body considerably. It's also so narrow that Zalnee has to partially walk on the wall as her spider legs make her too wide. Tamariki carries the frozen Asoko statue and carefully avoids scraping it against anything so that the sound doesn't alarm the giants outside. 

    "Alright, have it your way." The frost giant declares, causing the maids to scurry deeper into the tunnel as quickly as they can. Ninlil takes the rear guard with her giant hammer and silently directs the others forward. 

    The thundering footsteps approach, revealing two more coming from an angle they couldn't see. A moment later, the shelter roof is caved in by an iron anchor. Seeing this, Ninlil's eyes widen, and she looks back. The others have retreated enough, so she quickly abandons her post. 

    As the sound of destruction echoes through the makeshift tunnel, the expedition follows Khuko deeper into the mountain. Behind them, the tunnel entrance has already collapsed from the frost giants' attack, so everybody is beginning to have difficulties breathing. Thus, the gargoyle maid opens a small hole to the surface, which reveals the cloud-covered sky. 

    "We should be safe here." Taking a deep fresh breath from near the hole, Lenoly mutters. They're a few paces underground, so the frost giants shouldn't be able to cave in the ground. "Was that an anchor?" 

    "Where did he even get it?" Lervia wonders with an incredulous look back at the stone and ice-covered entrance a dozen paces behind them. 

    "That wasn't the anchor of the Catty Shark, was it?" Chialdara asks, an alarmed expression on her face. Everybody stares at her, terrified by the possibility that they're now stranded halfway around the world with no way back home. 

    "No, it was shaped differently. They must have scavenged it off a wreck somewhere." Ninlil declares with absolute conviction. She was the closest to seeing the anchor as it broke through the roof, so she got a good look at it. And she knows that Captain Morden and his crew would never be taken down by the land-bound frost giants. 

    "What now?" Helleis asks, lying down with her horse half so that she doesn't have to bend her upper body. They could stay here for a day or two and wait for the frost giants to give up. 

    Suddenly, the roof a few paces away from them caves in under a mighty impact. Rocks and snow roll inside their tunnel, reducing their space. Khuko immediately moves her hands to extend the tunnel deeper into the mountain, but Ninlil stops her. 

    "We won't be able to breathe if we go much deeper." She states with a grim expression. The gargoyle maid is like a living statue, so she doesn't need to breathe, but the others won't survive in the depths through a small breathing hole. And a bigger hole would alarm the giants to their location. They could try to bury them alive by stomping around above them even if it won't cause a complete cave-in. 

    "Fight?" Tamariki wonders while putting down Asoko. Lenoly clutches her staff and glances at Lervia. Aside from the Rangatira, they're the only other demons who can cast fire spells. Ninlil can fight using her giant hammer - the little bakari witnessed her face Chloe who had turned into a giant dragon. And Khuko can support them with earth magic. 

    "Delay and make a run for it." But the former maid leader states right before the next section of the roof is caved in. "Circle around them and head for the forest where you can lose them among the trees." 

    "I know you're in there somewhere, little ones." The frost giant muses, eliciting laughter from his two companions. They must be sure that catching their prey is only a matter of time. 

    "I'll stay with Khuko to delay them. Tamariki, take the princess and run for it. The others shield her." Ninlil lays out the game plan in short and concise terms. 

    "I'll stay with you." Lenoly proclaims with a determined expression that leaves no room for argument. As a powerful fire mage, she can at least damage the frost giants, whose bodies are made of living ice. 

    "Keep them away. Don't try to fight." Without a word of objection, Ninlil incorporates Lenoly into the plans for the rear guard. She then turns to Khuko. "On my mark, open a large hole to the surface." 

    "I can do bigger." Tamariki raises a hand to stop Khuko. While the gargoyle maid has powerful earth magic in her own right, the red demon has one advantage over her - lack of restraint. 

    With a chant, a stomp, and a punch against the tunnel ceiling, the bedrock blows open as if it were detonated from within. The maids move quickly, with Tamariki throwing Lervia out of the hole first. She will lead the escape by clearing the snow with her fire magic. 

    At the same time, Lenoly, Ninlil, and Khuko jump out in the direction of the three frost giants, who are taken by utter surprise by the earth erupting a few steps away from them.  

    Only now that they're so close and the blizzard has faded even more can Lenoly make out the giants' appearance. They have dark blue skin, with what appears to be snow in place of a human's body hair, such as chest hair and beards. They don't wear clothes or any kind of equipment aside from their massive weapons. Still, their white eyes look more intelligent than their primitive appearances may suggest. 

    Without wasting any more time to stare at the giants in awe, the little bakari chants a fire spell under her breath while the surprise still lasts. 

    "Demons?" The giant with the iron anchor stares at the group of people that emerged from the hole. For a moment, he appears unsure what to do but then looks at the escaping group before gesturing at his two companions. "After them!" 

    Right then, Lenoly's fire spell is completed, and she unleashes it in front of his face. The small sphere of fire causes the frost giant to shy back, but it collapses in itself and explodes outward in a wave of heat. He shields himself with an arm, but the force is enough to blow him back slightly. It causes the other two to stop in their movements and stare at the results of the little bakari's magic. 

    Ninlil takes that opportunity to rush forward with blinding speed. Spinning around to build momentum, she slams her massive hammer into the leader's calf. This throws him off balance and causes him to fall on his backside. 

    One of the other two goes on the attack and swings an ice club bigger than a fully grown human with one hand. He aims to squash the catgirl, but she jumps back nimbly and goes on the attack by climbing up the lowered club. However, the fallen leader swings his hand around and slaps her off the weapon as if she were nothing more than a fly. Even after such a powerful impact, she rolls across the snow and stops on her feet as if unhurt. 

    "Oh, no, you don't!" Khuko shouts at the third giant when he picks up a boulder and throws it after the escaping group. She uses her earth manipulation to slow the flying rock in midair before stopping it completely. Propelling it back at the one who threw it, she lets him taste his own medicine, but he dodges it surprisingly nimbly. 

    While the three in the rearguard can barely hold back the three frost giants, the others approach the tree line. However, Lervia at the front suddenly stops, causing the others to skid to a halt behind her. 

    "More of them!" The bakari maid points ahead, where five more giants approach from behind the trees. They must have been drawn toward the sounds of fighting, as their expressions suggest surprise at seeing the group of demons before them. 

    "What have we got here?" The one at the front, wielding a makeshift hammer created from a block of ice frozen around a tree trunk, asks with a sardonic grin. 

    "Too much for you to chew on." Helleis declares and draws her massive bow. Of course, it's nothing compared to a giant, but the arrow loosed from it pierces the skin on his thigh and cracks it, causing him to fall over and roar in pain. It would seem that they're really made from ice but do have senses in their bodies. 

    The other frost giants shy back when the centaur nocks another arrow. But the wounded one grinds his teeth and gets back up, showing that even with such a mighty bow, Helleis won't be able to take them out. Seeing this encourages the others to approach once more, brandishing their varied weapons. 

    Lervia runs forward and bursts out in flames all over. The heat melts the snow around her and burns off her clothes, which is enough to stop the giants in their tracks for a moment. Then they exchange a confused glance with each other before snickering. The bakari maid is already small among the demons, so she must look like nothing more than a matchstick to the frost giants. 

    Finally, Tamariki puts down the Asoko statue and clads herself in flames as well. Although her head only extends above their knees, the red demon has the presence of a giant herself. With a roar that shakes the air, she spreads her arms as if challenging them. 

    "Come!" Tamariki stomps her foot and extends a balled fist forward as if implying that she will engage a giant three times her height in a fistfight. Once again, the frost giants exchange confused glances with each other. Surely, they have never seen humans or otherwise stand up to their kind like this. But the one wielding the ice hammer steps forward while pulling the arrow from his thigh. 

    "You got pluck, demon." He grunts with a grin that reveals his icy white teeth. 

    Suddenly, a hail of burning rocks rains down on the frost giants, and they scream as the heated stones melt their skin. The demons look around in confusion and run back to get away from the unexpected bombardment. Tamariki looks in the direction the rocks came from and spots three towering figures in the distance. 

    "Fire giants! Retreat!" The hammer giant appears to be the pack leader, as upon his orders, the others begin to disengage and run from the new enemies. 

    The heat precedes the fire giants, going far beyond what Lervia or Tamariki can put out with the flames they clad themselves in. The black figures appearing like living volcanic rock interspersed with red-hot joints melt the snow around them as they come down the slope toward the demons. 

    They cup their hands in front of their mouths and vomit piles of heated rocks into them, which they lob at the frost giants still engaged in combat with the rear guard. Lenoly, Ninlil, and Khuko throw themselves into the snow to avoid the deadly hail, which pelts the three giants and melts their backs. The pain sends them running in a panic, going so far as to abandon their weapons. 

    The little bakari looks at the approaching fire giants and spots Flann leading them. The inscrutable black-haired girl disappeared on the first night they stayed in the blizzard shelter and never appeared before them again. She must have gone ahead to ask the fire giants to come to their aid as if she knew that they would be attacked by frost giants here. 

    For once, Lenoly is grateful for Flann's mysterious ways. However, she does want to give her a stern talking to once they're in the safety of Brandhjem.

  


   
    Chapter 148 - Last Kingdom 

      

      

    The three fire giants who came to their aid are Suryn, Vengr, and their leader, Hakon. The overwhelming heat their bodies emanate makes the demons less resistant to high temperatures feel uncomfortable on the side facing them. As such, they keep a respectful distance while Lenoly converses with them. 

    Hakon is the leader of the Brandhjem guards, who came out to guide the visitors from the Dominion to their home. From him, Lenoly learns that the expedition is actually heading for the dwarven enclave living in the same mountain as the fire giants. 

    "Why didn't you tell us about the dwarves before now, Flann?" The little bakari asks when they fall back to the rest of the expedition members. Ninlil watches their interaction closely, but despite being the expedition leader, she doesn't seem too worried about the details at this stage. They've come so far on little information, so nothing shocks her anymore. 

    "There was no reason to." Although Flann looks as emotionless as ever, Lenoly imagines seeing her shrug. Sighing in resignation, she glances at the maids and Tamariki. The former are apprehensive about meeting dwarves, demihumans known to support the Alliance. But the latter is unabashedly excited about seeing something new. 

    As they follow the path cleared of snow by the heat of the three giants leading the way, they cross the mountain and witness an incredible sight. The valley below is covered in lush green, while the slope opposite of them is a bare black rock with not a single speck of white. 

    "That is the Leimuseldfjall." Flann comments while waving her staff in the direction of the black mountain. Ninlil's big fluffy ears switch at the name, and she peers up at Leimuseldfjall's peak. The top is jagged and appears to have been blasted open from within - an eruption from not too long ago. 

    "Leimu's volcano." Lenoly mutters, more to herself than for others to hear. Leimu is the Bearer of the Flame, one of the gods the humans pray to, and the one she was nearly killed by in Arkaim castle. It's an ominous name, considering it's so far out from anywhere humans tread. Could this be where the goddess lives? 

    Maybe that's why Flann didn't tell them everything until now. They've made it this far, so nobody will be turning back even if they might have to fight the goddess of fire herself. But if she had told them that before setting off from the Dominion, some might have refused to come along. 

    No, everybody is here because of Asoko, and they would jump into a burning caldera to bring her back. Glancing at the faces of the demon maids, Lenoly can say with conviction that they have the determination to face any adversity after everything that happened. 

    As they begin their descent, the little bakari exchanges a few words with Ninlil and Lervia about this matter nonetheless. The bakari maid was the only other person on the expedition who witnessed Leimu's powers first-hand. If they truly have to fight her, most likely only Tamariki will be able to survive. 

    "We'll deal with it when it happens." That's all that the former maid leader has to say to that. 

      

    The journey to their destination takes them two more days as they travel through the only green valley this far in the north and up the volcano's slope. Finally, they reach a flat plateau paved with giant stone slabs a short way above the tree line. A natural cave opens before them, the interior of which appears to have been worked by skilled hands. 

    It's the entrance to the last dwarven hold in Blereath that's still in the hands of its original owners. Despite their short and stocky stature, their architecture is always grandiose. As such, the fire giants who stand at four times Tamariki's height can walk through the massive gate with room above their heads to spare. 

    "Welcome to Rathcearta." A rotund dwarf in full armor and a richly ornamented white beard reaching almost to his toes approaches them, closely followed by a dozen guards with similar appearances. None of the demons have ever seen dwarves before, so they can't help but stare at their short and stocky stature. "My name is Deaglan the Rememberer. I am the steward and recordkeeper of Rathcearta." 

    Lenoly has heard many legends about the dwarves who carved into the mountains a giant kingdom that used to span the entirety of the Kongensgrad. It seems strange then that the last dwarven stronghold would have only a steward rather than a king. 

    "I can tell what you're thinking, little one." Deaglan looks up at Lenoly, who is half a head taller than him. She blinks in confusion at being called little in this context. "Our king set out on a quest to reclaim all our ancient holds three centuries ago. Until word from him reaches us, we uphold his crown." 

    The little bakari feels dizzy imagining the timeframes that dwarves think in. Although Ninlil and Morden are at least five centuries old, she can't imagine that they would have this kind of patience. Truly, the short folk is as steadfast and stubborn as the very mountains it lives in. 

    "Thank you for your warm welcome. I am Ninlil, leader of this expedition." The former maid leader expresses her gratitude. If she thinks anything about the fact that the dwarves are receiving a band of demons so cordially, she isn't letting it show on her face. 

    "It's our tradition to welcome in our homes and at our hearths all who come in peace. I know that our oathbreaking kin sides with the Alliance and goes to war with the Dominion." Deaglan's expression clouds over at the mention of the dwarves living in the empire. They must have been one people in the distant past but broken off relations some time along the way. "But rest assured. We dwarves of Blereath do not align with such senseless warmongering." 

    "I thought as much when you received us not with weapons but with friendly hospitality." Ninlil smiles cordially and lowers her head in a bow also directed at the fire giants waiting a short distance ahead of them. She must be surprised that the steward saw through her thoughts even though she's very skilled at keeping them hidden after a long tenure in the intrigue-filled Dominion court. "I take that Flann has told you the reason for our journey here?" 

    "Aye, I am aware. But let's not talk while standing out here in the cold. Come in and warm up with a hearty meal and a mug of our best beer before we do business." The steward of Rathcearta offers with a cheerful laugh that causes his whole beard to quiver. At the mention of beer, several of the maids perk up. 

    Ninlil shoots them a silent glare that suggests they shouldn't think about indulging in alcohol at this critical juncture. After all, she never heard from Flann that they were here to do business. They brought neither trade goods nor gifts, so she puts herself on guard immediately. 

    That fact doesn't escape Lenoly's mind either. She glances at the other maids, who don't seem to realize that there's more to their coming here than meets the eye. Her gaze falls on Flann, the inscrutable black-haired girl now walking beside the dwarven welcoming committee as they lead the expedition into their fortress. 

    What could they demand in exchange for thawing out Asoko? 

      

    Rathcearta may be called a dwarven fortress or hold, but it's much more like a city. The massive cavern it's built into has giant lamp crystals hanging from the ceiling, suspended by a multitude of gilded chains. The blocky buildings are as if cut from the stone itself, not a single piece out of place in what appears to be architecture perfected over millennia. 

    The fire giants live inside the active caldera, so they separate from the expedition and the dwarves shortly after crossing the gate threshold. But even as the heat they emanate disappears, the air is pleasantly warm, doubtlessly heated by the cavern's proximity to the magmatic chambers of the volcano. 

    Towering dwarven statues clad in golden ornamental armor and wielding axes and hammers made of the same stand guard at the entrance to the city. Beyond, Lenoly beholds the bustling main street of Rathcearta. Countless dwarves watch the procession as it makes its way toward the city square, scrutinizing the demons with curious gazes. The only difference between this dwarven hold and a human city such as Kongenssoevn is the appearance of its inhabitants. And the fact that the sky is a rocky ceiling. 

    The expedition follows the steward to a massive gate that stands before a monolithic building on the other side of the city. One of the guards bellows a command up the wall upon their approach, which is repeated from above. Moments later, the steel gate rumbles open to reveal a courtyard leading up to a set of stairs. The structure beyond must be the royal palace, incredibly fortified even for dwarven standards. 

    As they walk up the steps, Lenoly can't help but look around in wonder. Despite being potentially several millennia old, everything looks perfectly polished. Not a single crack is visible in any of the blocks comprising the stairs and buildings despite being built into the flank of an active volcano. Everything is kept perfectly clean even though the dwarves surely don't expect frequent visitors in this part of the world. 

    The interior of the gigantic hall is richly ornamented with golden runes, and the walls are covered in reliefs depicting venerable dwarves and historical scenes. Guards in armors that are as much practical as they are ornamental stand at attention. 

    They're led down a corridor to a side wing, which opens to a large dining hall. The doorways are large enough to fit even Tamariki, but when they see the furniture, they're reminded that this is a dwarven hold after all. 

    "Please make yourself at home." Deaglan gestures at the long tables. The wood is polished to the point where it reflects the ceiling and the chandeliers hanging from it. Although Arkaim castle had furniture and ornaments of incredible quality, everything pales before what the true masters of craftsmanship have achieved here. 

    Lenoly gingerly sits down on her low chair and feels herself sinking into the soft cushion. It has been a long time since she could enjoy such comfort, but this may the first time that it's of such high class. She can feel her tension fade away as her whole body relaxes. 

    Before she realizes it, male and female dwarven cooks carry in massive trays of food that spread their mouth-watering smell through the entire dining hall. Lenoly stares at the female dwarves with unabashed interest. She saw them earlier in the city, but they were too far away to make out their details to the degree that she can now. 

    Everybody in the Kingdom of Lares knows the legends that female dwarves look the same as their male counterparts, only with shorter beards. But in reality, they're as different as human males and females. What they lack in beards, they make up with elaborately braided hairdos that can reach all the way down to their ankles. 

    By now, the little bakari can tell that the length of a beard indicates one's age, as some of the guards have ones reaching only to their belts while the steward's is almost as long as he's tall. If the same is true for the hair of dwarven women, then some of those bringing in the food are of a venerable age as well. 

    To her surprise, dwarven meals are quite similar to what people in the kingdom eat. The green valley at the foot of the Leimuseldfjall must provide them with fresh produce. However, it's astonishing how many meat dishes they have. After spending several moons on the sea and then in the cold wilderness, eating anything fresh is bliss. The demons quickly dig in unabashedly. 

    As everybody is engrossed with the food, Deaglan speaks with Ninlil at one end of the table. They repeatedly gesture at the wrapped statue standing behind Tamariki's chair, so they must be talking about the procedure to thaw out Asoko. Lenoly wonders what the business the steward mentioned earlier is, considering they have nothing to trade with these dwarves, who seemingly already live in plenty. 

    Suddenly, the air appears to vibrate from some heavy rumbling. The maids look around in terror, thinking that the volcano is about to erupt. But Tamariki seems to realize what it really is and hastily stuffs her face with even more food. Only moments later, bells are rung across the city, indicating some sort of alarm. 

    "Steward! The south wall of the mines has collapsed from their tunneling. They're launching a massive attack!" A royal guard runs into the dining hall and informs Deaglan, whose thick white eyebrows furrow into a troubled frown. He then turns to Ninlil and mutters a few words before turning to the guard. 

    "Get the Dragonbreath Throwers into position. We cannot let them break into the Hub!" The steward gives his resolute orders. He then turns to look at Ninlil as if asking for her help. 

    "Attention, combat maids!" The former maid leader stands up and commands in a firm tone. Tamariki had the right idea earlier, anticipating that they would be forced to interrupt their meal. Their plates aren't even close to being finished, but not a single maid complains as they put down their cutlery and wipe their faces before standing up. The discipline they display when it matters most is astonishing to behold, especially when one knows their usual casual behavior. 

    "In exchange for thawing the princess, we will aid in defending Rathcearta for at least the duration of the treatment." The expedition leader announces, causing some of the maids to glance at the steward. His expression is grim, implying that he's not merely taking advantage of them but truly needs their help. This would explain why he welcomed demons so cordially. 

    "Defend against what, if I may ask?" Helleis has returned to her professional self since they met the fire giants and asks in a formal tone. Judging by the other maids' expressions, they were close to posing the same question. 

    "Graebern." Ninlil replies with a glance at Lenoly and Tamariki. As demons who grew up in the Kingdom of Lares, they're the only ones who know about the ancient menace from below. 

    "Ohh, I get to see them?" As if ignoring the heavy atmosphere, the red demon grins from ear to ear at the mention of the legendary monsters under the mountains. Although everybody in the kingdom has heard legends of the vaguely humanoid naked mole-rats, few have encountered them, and fewer lived to tell the tale. 

    Lenoly swallows audibly. Chloe and Kamii are two of the latter, people who came face to face with the Graebern and spoke of their terror. While she doubts that the Chloe she witnessed fighting against the professors back then would have any trouble dispatching the dark creatures, their sheer numbers are a true menace even for powerful mages. 

    In other words, the dwarves are hoping that the demons can help their defenses hold until Asoko awakens and saves them all. When Ninlil called out the combat maids, neither the steward nor any other dwarves were surprised. Flann must have told them that the expedition coming here is comprised of members of the Dominion's Maid Corps, some of whom can stand even against the champions of the human gods. 

    Lenoly would have liked to know beforehand that they came halfway around Mundia to fight in a war they have no stakes in. If the maids knew the stories about the Graebern, they would think the same. But in the end, all is for the sake of bringing back the princess - as far as the maids are concerned. 

    Then again, their stakes are for the procedure to thaw out Asoko to succeed, which would be hampered if the Graebern overran Rathcearta. 

    "Tamariki, have the dwarves show you the way to Aslaug's workshop and bring the princess." Ninlil hands the towering demon a job the latter reacts to with a bitter roll of her eyes. "Come join us in the Hub after that." 

    "Roger!" Hearing that she'll have a part in the fighting later, Tamariki salutes exaggeratedly and picks up the Asoko package by the straps. She quickly grabs a loaf of the freshly-baked bread from the table before following the dwarf designated to show her the way. 

    "Everybody else, prepare for combat." With this, Ninlil picks up her giant hammer and waits for the maids to follow suit. Unlike Tamariki, the maids have to leave their half-eaten meals and take up their weapons or catalysts. Within moments, they're ready for battle. 

    "Bring me Silverglow!" Deaglan orders one of his guards. The comparably far younger dwarf stares at him with widened eyes then exchanges a look with his fellows. "Did you not hear me?" 

    "Please, steward. You don't have to join the battle yourself." Another guard implores, but his expression suggests he knows how stubborn Deaglan is and how little use his objection will have. 

    "Bah! I can't sit back and watch our guests fight. I have to get some good swings in on those pale gobshites. Pardon my language." He waves off the guard's concerns and swings his arm as if simulating swinging a weapon. The last part is directed at the demons, who don't understand what that word means, although they can guess it's an insult. 

    A royal guard comes forward carrying a two-handed battle-ax. The silvered steel appears to be glowing from within; it must be an enchanted weapon. Then again, considering how old the dwarves are, all their equipment must be enchanted. 

    "To battle." Deaglan lifts the battle-ax above his head with one hand and bellows. Although he looks ancient with his long white beard, the body underneath his armor is still strong. 

    The expedition members follow the steward of Rathcearta out of the dining hall. But instead of leaving the royal palace the way they came in, they're led to a corridor with a large, richly ornamented rectangular box shaped like an oversized horse cart. It's suspended by a thick steel rope on every corner, hanging over a hole in the ground that appears to lead deep underground. 

    Deaglan steps onto the contraption without even taking note of the gap between it and the solid floor. His guards do the same, causing the box to shake with every step. Finally, it's time for the demons to join them, but everybody only stares in apprehension. 

    "What are you waiting for?" The steward asks, not understanding that this is the first time any of his guests have ever seen an elevator. 

    Lenoly looks around and finds that even Ninlil appears to be scared of riding this into the depths. Her two tails are puffed up, even if her expression doesn't show any emotions. 

    "Come." The little bakari gathers her resolve and steps onto the elevator. She rode on Asoko's back when they flew over a thousand paces high in the air. Surely, it can't be as bad as back then. 

    But when she crosses over the gap, she glimpses the sheer drop and the seemingly endless darkness below. How deep are they going? 

    Before she can lose heart and try to get off, Lervia follows her onto the elevator. The bakari maid has been sticking to Lenoly as if she were her older sister, so seeing her make the leap has also encouraged her. Khuko scratches the back of her head and frowns, then joins them. 

    Soon, everybody is ill at ease on the cart when one of the guards shouts an order that echoes up and down the shaft. From above, a voice repeats the words before the whole contraption jolts. The demons gasp, and Ninlil's hair visibly bristles. Lenoly clutches her staff, but the elevator begins to move deeper into the abyss in a controlled descent. 

      

    After the elevator ride a hundred paces into the heart of the mountain, they walked through various tunnels and passed through a massive steel gate that should be impregnable when closed. Finally, they rode a large, hand-operated mine cart that took them to the bottom floor of a gigantic, multi-leveled hall. This must be the place Deaglan referred to as the Hub. 

    Tunnels open in every direction on every floor, giving the demons a feeling as if they've entered a gigantic beehive. The bustling of insects is replaced by dwarves running around fulfilling their orders or getting into position. The air is tense with anxious anticipation. 

    "What's the situation, Cadhan?" The steward walks over to the dwarf directing the soldiers in the hall and inquires. 

    "The lower tunnels are teeming with them. They've overrun the old mines and should be coming soon." The dwarf named Cadhan explains while pointing his one-handed ax at several of the lowermost tunnels leading into the Hub. 

    Massive metal carriages pushed by dwarves rather than drawn by horses are being brought into position before those openings. Those constructs must be the Dragonbreath Throwers Deaglan mentioned earlier. Dwarves in full armor and wielding hand axes and shields form a wall around them. 

    "Where are your mages positioned?" Ninlil inquires while looking around. Crossbows are posted on several of the floors above them, their bolts pointed at the dark tunnels. But nowhere can she see dwarves wielding staves or other catalysts. 

    "The gods have not graced us with the ephemeral magic that humans and demons practice, Lady Ninlil." Deaglan responds before pointing at the runes on Silverglow. "Instead, we're blessed with the knowledge to infuse eternal magic into everything we make." 

    By that, he's referring to the difference between spells that disappear once the caster stops concentrating on them and runic items that work beyond their creators' deaths. While humans have learned runecraft from dwarves, their creations are a far cry from what demons would consider dwarven tribal magic. 

    This only further explains why the steward enlisted their help. Even if not all members of the Maid Corps are capable of magic, having any mages at all will be immensely helpful for the dwarves. If the Graebern are as primitive and animalistic as the legends say, they shouldn't be able to counter their spells. 

    "Lights are out!" A dwarf suddenly shouts. One of the many tunnels leading into the Hub has grown dark as if all the light crystals failed at once. Maybe the Graebern do possess some form of magic after all. "They're coming from the main mine entrance." 

    The warriors standing around the tunnel bang their shields and bellow as one as if to fire themselves up. The giant Dragonbreath Thrower is pushed further forward in anticipation of the impending onslaught. 

    "They shouldn't have made it this far yet. What happened to our defensive lines deeper inside?" Cadhan mutters, doubtlessly aware that the answer is self-evident.  

    For a moment, there's utter silence throughout the Hub, as all eyes are on the dark tunnel. The combat maids look at Nezera, whose sensitive ears are twitching ever so slightly. She must be able to hear the approaching enemies in the pitch black beyond the entrance. 

    "There are so many..." She whispers in a terrified tone. 

    As if her words were the hidden signal, countless high-pitched screeches emerge from the tunnel and echo through the Hub. The din of clattering metal, scavenged armors and weapons, give the dwarves an idea of just how many Graebern are approaching. 

    "Dragonbreath Thrower!" Deaglan raises his ax and roars. Upon his command, the dwarves operating the metal carriages push several levers at the same time. The front of the machine belches out a wave of fire that lights up the tunnel. 

    For a moment, Lenoly beholds the swarming mass of white-skinned mole rats ranging from the size of dwarves to fully grown humans being illuminated by the flames. Then, it washes over them, and their pained shrieks reach her ears. She suppresses the urge to cover them, as the noise is terrifying, but she needs to stay aware of the situation. 

    "Incoming here as well!" A dwarf warrior at another tunnel entrance announces. Deaglan turns around and stares into the squirming darkness before giving the command for the Dragonbreath Thrower to unleash its deadly payload. 

    The roars of flames repeatedly spew into the tunnels leading toward the hub, and the smell of charred flesh reaches their noses. Not a single mole rat can make it through, and soon, the onslaught subsides. 

    "Hah, that will show them." The steward laughs at the Graebern's failed attempt at storming the Hub. 

    "Their voices are still there..." Nezera mutters, shivering all over. 

    Lenoly looks into the tunnels, illuminated by some of the mole rats' burning remains. The Graebern are known first and foremost for their overwhelming numbers, so this was only an advance party. 

    The true attack has yet to begin. 

      

    Tamariki follows the dwarven royal guard deep into the mountain. At one point, the architecture disappears and is replaced by natural rock. Clearly, this is no longer dwarven territory, denoted by the increasing temperatures that should be uncomfortable for them. 

    They come upon a small guard station carved from the very mountain itself. It appears to be the last sign of dwarven activity on their way to the home of the fire giants, Brandhjem. Tamariki's guide explains that to go deeper, they will have to leave behind most of their equipment and clothes and bring a large water skin. The heat would kill them otherwise. 

    Doing as she's told, the towering red demon unhesitatingly undresses down to the cloth wraps she uses for underwear. The dwarf does the same and declares himself ready to continue when he wears nothing but a loincloth and a pair of wooden clogs. 

    Tamariki glances over her shoulder at the package around the frozen Asoko. She's curious how the fire giants will free her. After all, she tried using heat and even direct fire to thaw her out before, so she knows that none of this will melt the Eternal Ice. 

    Along the way, her guide explains to her that fewer than a hundred fire giants live in Brandhjem. While they have male and female forms, they don't appear to be reproducing. Or at least they haven't in dwarven recorded history, which dates back over three millennia. 

    She learns that the fire giant named Aslaug, whose workshop they're visiting, is the first who discovered the process of thawing those frozen by Rimfryst. Working closely with the dwarves, they perfected the process to take much less time to bring back those who used to be considered lost. 

    As they walk, Tamariki's body begins to feel warm from the inside. Her natural ability to adapt to damage must have kicked in for the overwhelming heat surrounding them now. She looks down at the dwarf and finds that he's covering himself in water to combat the increasing temperatures. Even for their kind, used to working at the heat of forges, this must be getting dangerous. 

    "You can point me in the right direction. I'll go the rest myself." She suggests, but the dwarf looks up at her in surprise. 

    "Oh no, I like this." He states while huffing and puffing, then grins. "Of course, one shouldn't do this often, but it's good to sweat it out from time to time." 

    "If you say so." Tamariki tilts her head, then shrugs. She feels comfortable in the heat now, after having adapted to it quickly. In a way, she envies those beings who can find enjoyment in extremes like this since her body won't ever allow her to be at a disadvantage for long. 

    Soon, the tunnel opens up into a massive circular cavern. Tamariki peers over the cliff and finds lava over a hundred paces beneath her feet. The heat wafting up into her face is overwhelming, so she draws back quickly and feels herself adapting. That's when she realizes that they must be inside the throat of the Leimuseldfjell. Looking up, she finds the opening toward the sky high above them. 

    Turning around to the dwarf in worry, she's greeted with a broad grin. It would seem that this is still acceptable for him. They walk along the inner wall to the side opposite from where they entered. There, they come upon an opening that appears to be a natural tunnel. Still, the red demon can't help but think that the entire path here must have been worked by so both dwarves and fire giants can walk it. 

    When they go deeper inside the tunnel, they reach a massive, rune-covered door made from a silver metal similar to Deaglan's ax. It's large enough for fire giants, but a small opening for dwarves is let into its center. Her guide pushes it open, causing her to wonder about the temperature of the metal. But when she enters after him and touches the door, it feels cool - almost cold. Those runes must make it resistant to heat. 

    Inside is a blacksmith's workshop upscaled to the size of a fire giant. Unlike the sweltering path leading here, this room appears to be ventilated with the surface air. Sitting at the massive stone table in the center of the room and tinkering with something Tamariki can't see from the ground is a distinctly female giant. She has shoulder-length hair in the shape of locks that appear to consist of rocks near their melting point. That must be Aslaug. 

    "What do you want?" She asks in a rude tone without turning to look at her guests. Upon those words, the sound of two pairs of clogs echoes through the cavernous workshop, and two soot-covered dwarves appear over the rim of the table. 

    "Hoh, what brings you here?" The male dwarf inquires while lifting his goggles to reveal a pair of inquisitive eyes surrounded by lighter skin free of soot. His beard is short and singed out of shape, and he wears a blacksmith's leather apron over his bare chest. 

    "Is that a demon?" The female dwarf with red hair in a ponytail points at Tamariki and asks with undisguised curiosity. 

    "Demon?" Aslaug perks up at those words, and she drops what she has been working on to look at the Rangatira. Her burning hot eyes lack pupils, but Tamariki can tell that they're fixated on her. She quickly gets up and walks over with thundering steps, causing the dwarf guide beside her to shy back. Although he has come here often, this must be the first time Aslaug has reacted like this. "What's a demon doing here?" 

    "I'm here for this." Tamariki declares while putting down the frozen Asoko and unwrapping her. "Please thaw her out." 

    "Oh, right, I heard about..." Aslaug begins, but upon seeing the distorted shape of the Crawling Chaos in her true form, her eyes widen. Her mouth opens, revealing the red hot rock that makes up her insides. Furrowing her brow, she narrows her eyes and gets a closer look at Asoko. "Hmm. Must be my mistake." 

    "What do you mean?" Intrigued, Tamariki inquires. 

    "I thought I knew this one, but it's somebody else." The fire giant shrugs and then extends her hot hand toward the frozen Asoko to grasp her. "Not like Nemesis could ever be frozen by Rimfryst." 

    "Nemesis...?" At the mention of that word, the red demon feels something pull at the back of her mind. It quickly eludes her when she watches Aslaug take Asoko and place her on the table before her. She looks it over from several directions as if it were a figurine, then grimaces. 

    "Gross." She gives this merciless verdict and sits back down. 

    "How long will the procedure take?" Tamariki asks while ignoring the fire giant's remark. She doesn't like that appearance for Asoko either, but she keeps it to herself. 

    "It's hard to tell. We never had to thaw somebody that big before. And this is a demon with a different body from us." The male dwarf responds while knocking against Asoko with a hammer. The dull sound coming from it is evidence that the Eternal Ice's properties are out of the ordinary; it was the hammer that vibrated, not the statue. 

    "It takes two days for us dwarves. It could be three times as long for this one's size." The female dwarf looks Asoko up and down to compare her volume to her own. "But we don't know anything about this demon's body, so I have no idea." 

    "Whatever the case, hurry it up. The Graebern are attacking." Tamariki declares impatiently. It took them a while to get here, so the others must have already reached the place called the Hub by now. She doesn't want to miss any of the action. 

    "Oh?" Aslaug doesn't sound too surprised. She scrutinizes Tamariki for a moment, then appears to make a decision. "You look strong. Bring this with you." 

    The fire giant gestures at the dwarves on the table, and they disappear over the rim. A moment later, an elevator on steel cables is lowered on the other side, carrying a two-wheeled hand cart. A pile of metal tubes on wooden handles is placed inside it, cushioned by several leather bags nearly bursting at the seams. 

    "What is all this?" Tamariki asks with a tilt of her head. There isn't much time, so she sees no meaning in running an errand for Aslaug. 

    "They're the working prototypes of new weapons going into mass production after this last field test. The dwarves know how to use them, so just hand them out when you arrive in the Hub." The fire giant states with an almost dismissive wave of her hand. She takes the Asoko statue and stands up from her seat once more to walk deeper into the workshop. Dozens of golden cabinets are placed along the wall, all of them dwarf-sized. Those must be the machines to thaw those frozen by Rimfryst, but they're too small to fit Asoko. "Guess we'll have to build a new one first." 

    Realizing that Aslaug and the dwarven engineers are no longer paying her any attention, Tamariki scratches her head. Then she pushes the cart and its clattering content out of the door with her guide holding it open. Once outside, the heat of the volcano assaults her again, and she stops to think for a moment. With this cargo, they will be even slower on the way back. 

    "Get in." The red demon gestures at the dwarf, who stares at her for a moment. When he doesn't react, she picks him up and places him on top of the pile in the hand cart before lifting the whole thing off the ground. 

    "Woah, what-" The dwarf complains, but she already begins to run with the cart above her head. He lies down flat to hold the cargo down as best as he can. "Be careful with these! They're explosive!" 

    "We've spent enough time here." She declares and speeds up further, running full tilt along the inside of the volcano despite the load in her hands and the dangerous environment. "No time for caution."

  


   
    Chapter 149 - The Menace From Below 

      

      

    More and more Dragonbreath Throwers are activated, and the death shrieks begin to echo throughout the Hub from all around. After only a short break, as if the first wave was merely to assess the situation, the Graebern now redouble their attacks and try to assault the defenders from several directions. 

    "Replace the empty ones and refuel them as quickly as you can!" Deaglan commands the defense while walking from one flamethrowing engine to the next. After a few prolonged belches, the fuel is spent and needs to be replaced, and it would seem that the Graebern are beginning to learn the intervals. 

    Lenoly runs forward when the flames from one of the Dragonbreath Throwers sputters to a halt, and the shrieks in the tunnel it was firing into grow louder. She swings her staff and speaks an incantation before unleashing a torrent of flames that fill the entire tunnel before her. The dwarves watch in awe, then cheer in unison. 

    "Everything seems to be under control here." Lervia comments with a shrug. But as if to spite the bakari maid's casual remark, Nezera's ears twitch, and she turns to look at the upper levels where the crossbows are anxiously watching the proceedings below. 

    "Oh no." She mutters. "They're coming from above." 

    A dwarven scream rings out on the second floor, followed by crashing noises and the clanging of weapons. Khuko doesn't wait for an order from Ninlil and takes off with a mighty beat of her wings. Anthera does the same with a graceful flutter, followed by Nezera's hasty flapping of her arms. 

    Graebern stream onto the gallery from one of the tunnels. They hit the crossbowmen in the rear and force them into a melee, driving them to use their sidearm axes to defend themselves desperately. All efforts were concentrated on the lowermost floor because no other paths from the mines lead into the Hub, but the enemy must have tunneled through. 

    Khuko uses earth magic to raise a barrier from the ground and blocks off the exit to stop the onslaught. However, if the Graebern could dig through the mountain, a wall or two won't hold them for long. 

    "More are coming from there." Nezera points at another exit, and the dwarves with crossbows turn around right away. They peer into the darkness but can't make out any movements. 

    "Please get away from here." Anthera flies over them and drops down in front of the tunnel. She can feel the air flowing from the darkness with her antennae and knows that a mass of enemies beyond what this contingent of crossbows can handle is approaching. 

    "We will not abandon our post!" One of the dwarves declares. Under different circumstances, Anthera would have commended their bravery, but now that she's pressed for time, it's unwelcome. 

    "If you don't, you will be caught up in this and die." Without waiting for an answer, she flaps her wings toward the tunnel. Glittering scales separate from their surfaces and fly forward like a billowing cloud. Upon seeing that, some dwarves appear to understand what she's doing and call for a retreat. Even though none of them have ever seen a moth demon before, they know the dangers of inhaling the dust from certain minerals and see this as something similar. 

    And indeed, Anthera's scales are toxic irritants that can cause excruciating pain upon inhalation. Within moments, the swelling in the lungs leads to asphyxiation and death. While not as seemingly inexhaustible and as instantaneously deadly as the myconid maid Exitial's spores, being able to fly and direct this ability to a degree has landed Anthera a spot among the combat maids. 

    From the tunnel ahead of her, the screeching of the approaching Graebern turns into coughs and sneezes, followed by the clattering of dropped weapons. Soon, terrified shrieks ring out, possibly calling for a retreat. 

    While Anthera may have single-handedly sealed one of the attack routes, Nezera announces that she hears more of them coming from several other tunnels. The battle on the lowermost floor is also spreading, like an endless wave of pale flesh and scrap weapons breaking against organized defenders in polished steel. 

    "Do you have another line of defense to fall back to?" Ninlil shouts over the din of battle, directed at Deaglan firing up his troops near the front lines. Helleis shoots her massive bow beside the former maid leader, ripping through several Graebern with every shot. But seeing that those are nothing more than drops of blood in an ocean of flesh, she can tell that it's only a matter of time before they will be overrun here. 

    "This is the Hub! If we let them in here, they can reach all of Rathcearta!" The steward replies in a grim tone. It seems strange to Ninlil that the dwarves have left such a vulnerability in their defenses against this ancient foe. But seeing how they've built structures far larger than necessary for their kind, they seem to focus on form over function as part of their tradition. 

    "The cavalry's here!" Tamariki's voice suddenly roars through the Hub, and everybody who doesn't have their hands full turns around. She exits the tunnel the maids came from earlier, wearing nothing more than cloth wraps and carrying a wooden hand cart over her head. "Got some weapons from Aslaug. She said you'd know about this." 

    "The hand cannons have arrived!" Upon hearing that Tamariki brought weapons from the fire giant inventor, Deaglan immediately makes the connection. "Crossbows fall back! Warriors close the ranks!" 

    Despite the chaos on the second floor, the crossbows are swiftly replaced by dwarf warriors carrying shields. The former come down the steps and rearm themselves with the new weapons. 

    "What are these?" The red demon asks while watching the dwarves inspect the equipment with practiced movements. But then she hears the sound of a Dragonbreath Thrower going off and is distracted from her question. When she looks over and sees the fire-spewing engine light up a tunnel, her eyes begin to glitter. "Ohh!" 

    "We don't have time for your starry-eyed admiration, Tamariki!" Lenoly yells between spells. Her magic sweeps through another tunnel where the emptied Dragonbreath Thrower is being refueled. "Get to fighting." 

    When the Rangatira hears the little bakari's voice, she looks around the Hub. When she beholds the Graebern clashing with the lines of dwarf soldiers, she's momentarily stunned by their appearance. The stories only mentioned that they looked like oversized naked mole-rats, but she didn't think they were this ugly. 

    "At least I don't need to feel sorry for them." Punching into her palm and cracking her knuckles, Tamariki charges into battle in her still half-naked state. 

      

    The Dragonbreath Throwers' supply station standing in the center of the Hub is beginning to run dry. The bodies pile high, and the ground is slick with both Graebern and dwarven blood. Nobody keeps count on the former, but almost two hundred of the latter have been killed by now. It's a significant loss for their people who have a low birth rate. 

    Although the hand cannons are effective, and their loud noises scare the mole rats who rely on their sensitive hearing, their numbers are too low to stem the tide effectively. In the case of human enemies, killing enough of them would dissuade the rest from pressing the attack. But the Graebern don't seem to care about losing their comrades. It's questionable whether they even have a concept of camaraderie. 

    Even with the Maid Corps, and especially the powerful magic of Lenoly and Tamariki, it's only a matter of time until the defenders will fall against such an inexorable tide. As if to drive home the despair of their situation, something changes in the attackers. 

    When the Dragonbreath Throwers finally run dry, deep roars from large throats echo from the darkness of the tunnels. As if it was an order in their language, the Graebern redouble their efforts with newfound vigor. 

    "These mindless creatures keep running into their deaths!" Deaglan, now fighting side by side with his warriors on the front line, declares with a scoff. His enchanted weapon Silverglow ceaselessly draws glowing arcs through the air, cutting through the mole rats like a scythe reaping wheat. 

    As if to counter his mockery, Graebern towering well over their more numerous brethren emerge from the tunnels. Their grotesquely swollen, musclebound bodies are an insult to the natural progression of life in the depths, which shouldn't have enough nutrients to support their massive size. 

    "Fire! Fire at these monsters!" Cadhan runs forward to save the steward while bellowing this hasty command. The hand cannons spread across the other tunnels unleash a volley into these towering beasts, but they withstand the lead bullets with their sheer bulk. 

    The first giant Graebern crashes into the defenders and sends several of them flying. Among them is the steward, whose eyes are widened in utter surprise. But luckily, Tamariki catches him out of the air and puts him down gently before rushing forward to plug the gap in the wavering line of dwarves. 

    As she approaches, she chants an earth magic spell and raises half a dozen spikes from the ground. Two of the charging giant mole rats impale themselves on them while a third rams into the red demon but is stopped in its momentum. The dwarves hack away at the others' legs with their axes and bring them down before beheading them with multiple swings. 

    For the first time, the Graebern appear to be filled with fear at witnessing their own fall. It would seem that these behemoths fulfill the role of champions in their army. 

    Lenoly can tell that the Graebern aren't mindless creatures; these wave tactics look planned - however ruthless they may be. It's clear that somebody with a certain level of intellect controls them, or the giant Graebern would have attacked head-on since the very beginning. She heard from Chloe and Kamii that they have a massive queen that could match even a fire giant in height. The one that chased them most likely fell to her death, but there must be more. A different one is doubtlessly leading them from deeper inside the tunnels. 

    Suddenly, more hulking giants charge into the defenders at the other tunnels, easily breaking through their lines. Helleis stands on the elevated platform in the center of the Hub and shoots her giant bow to keep them in check before they can disrupt the entire dwarven defense structure. Due to the heavy draw weight, she can't fire as quickly as regular archers, but the projectiles pierce through the giant Graebern's thick hide that can withstand even hand cannon shots. 

    Ninlil chooses the place that looks closest to falling to the onslaught and joins the defenders. She spins on her feet to build up momentum, then leaps into the air and rips one of the giant mole rats' heads off with a swing of her hammer. Without even confirming her kill, she moves onto the next enemy with ruthless efficiency. 

    Lenoly, from her vantage point next to Helleis, understands that they will have to fall back sooner rather than later. However, they would then have to evacuate the five thousand inhabitants of Rathcearta into the royal palace, which isn't equipped to feed that many people for long. 

    Tamariki reported that Aslaug doesn't know how long it will take to thaw out Asoko. They will have to hold out until she's back, and at that time, she should be able to crush the entire Graebern army single-handedly. The demon maids place their hopes in her because she's the daughter of Queen Pelomyx. But only those who came with her from the Kingdom of Lares know the true extent of her power. 

    "Retreat to the upper floors!" Ninlil slams her hammer down on the ground. It's not her place to give the order, but she can tell that the captains and the steward are too stubborn to give up this position even if they have to die here. 

    "No, fight to the last!" And sure enough, Deaglan bellows while charging back into the messy battle. The lines have been broken in several places, and those who still stand will fall once the Graebern hit them in the rear. 

    "If you want to go down fighting, do it while defending the royal palace that you're sworn to protect in the absence of the king!" Lenoly shouts at the steward, who is momentarily shaken by her words. Ninlil looks at the little bakari in surprise, not expecting her to use such sound rhetoric to sway the stubborn old mule. 

    "You're right..." After some contemplation and looking around at the battle situation, Deaglan finally admits with a grumble. A third of the defenders have already fallen, and most of those remaining are tired or wounded. If they stubbornly dig in here, they will perhaps die heroic deaths but ultimately leave Rathcearta's civilians undefended. "Fall back to the top!" 

    "Fall back! Shields up front, crossbows support, protect the hand cannons!" Cadhan relays the steward's orders. Despite being exhausted and wounded, the dwarven warriors show immense discipline when they form up for a controlled retreat. 

    With Ninlil and Tamariki plugging the gaps and the demon maids providing long-range support with magic, the defenders slowly move up the spiral stairs and give up the lowermost floor. 

    "We will retake it." Deaglan mutters with a glare at the Graebern flooding the floor. While their frontline continues to push, their reinforcements pouring out from the tunnels stop to scavenge weapons and armors from the fallen. Some even begin to eat the dwarven corpses and fight over their possessions. Louder, the steward thunders in rage. "We will have our vengeance!" 

      

    Rathcearta is in flames. It has been three days since the Hub was overrun, and the defense on the uppermost level was broken. The civilian population was evacuated into the royal palace as the Graebern poured out of every opening in the ground. 

    The inferno is a result of two dozen fire giants led by Hakon coming to help their dwarven allies in their time of need. But due to how the city and its houses are constructed, all they can do is sweep the streets clean of the Graebern invaders. They can neither enter the palace nor push the rats back into the depths of the mountain. 

    After their initial clash, the Graebern escaped into the cracks again. Rathcearta has since turned into a seemingly empty ghost town illuminated solely by the fires consuming everything flammable. 

    However, with the interconnected houses and the mole rats' ability to tunnel through even the bedrock, it's only a matter of time until they find their way into the royal palace. Even with all entrances sealed and steel gates shut tightly, as long as the walls are cut from the mountain itself, they will make it in. 

    For that eventuality, the dwarven army is ceaselessly patrolling the lower floors while the refugees live huddled together on the upper floors. At least the Graebern won't be able to tunnel directly into the midst of the civilians this way. 

    With fewer and narrower passageways to defend, the Maid Corps has been split up to join the defenders. Zalnee has spun a web across several smaller entrances, and Helleis is stationed at the longest and straightest corridor where her bow is most effective. Khuko has sealed several other tunnels with earth magic, including the elevator shaft they took to get to the Hub. 

    Nezera has successfully analyzed the Graebern language and learned some of their basic commands. This way, she can inform the defenders of any changes in the mole rats' movements and use her high-pitched voice to disrupt them. 

    Anthera's scales have been exhausted, so she will have to rest with the civilians and eat plenty of food. Chialdara has set up a field hospital in the meeting hall just beyond the last line of defense and is still ceaselessly healing the injured. 

    Preparations for the final siege are completed, and all they can do now is pray that Asoko will be thawed out before the Graebern break through. 

    "What if we're overrun before she's back?" Lenoly asks Ninlil in a whisper. The three original followers of Asoko are in the central hall, from where they can quickly head to every defense line to reinforce them when needed. Even without any dwarves in earshot, the little bakari still doesn't feel comfortable discussing this scenario. 

    "Then we'll escape to Aslaug's workshop." Tamariki replies in an unexpectedly ruthless declaration. The volcano is not a place where the dwarves can survive for long, so she's saying that they should save themselves and leave their benefactors to die here. 

    "We can't just abandon them." Lenoly hisses, trying to keep her voice down even when she's agitated. They're relying on the dwarves and fire giants to thaw out Asoko, so it would be the height of ungratefulness to desert them in their time of need. 

    "What then? You want to go down with them?" The towering red demon crosses her arms and asks in a disapproving tone. By now, some dwarves have noticed the contents of their conversation and begin to stare. 

    Lenoly has no answer to that question. She was ready to die trying to bring back Asoko, and there were several occasions during their journey where it looked like it was going to be the end. At this point, she should be doing everything in her power to survive so that she can see Asoko again. 

    "It's natural to feel this way." Ninlil joins the conversation and puts a hand on Lenoly's shoulder. "You empathize with their plight and want to repay them for their help." 

    The former maid leader escaped from Queen Pelomyx with an infant Tamariki over thirty summers ago and ended up in the Kingdom of Lares. After staying at the Royal Academy for so long, she had grown closer to its people and was ready to lay down her life to defend them against her fellow demons. All that despite knowing that the mages who studied there often joined the Alliance to invade the Dominion. 

    Lenoly looks around and sees the anxious bearded faces of the dwarven warriors. They're fighting to save their people from a senseless massacre that threatens their very existence. It's a situation very much like what happened in Arkaim castle when the gods appeared and killed Queen Pelomyx. 

    If Aslaug's workshop is safe, they don't need to risk their lives here. But this wish to save a people from annihilation isn't born from logic but emotions. It's the right thing to do, so they can only fight with the hope that Asoko will awaken before the end. 

    "Not like I'm going to die here." With a shrug, Tamariki turns away as if to say that she disagrees with Lenoly but isn't too concerned about being in danger herself. She's the only person who doesn't need to fear dying here no matter what happens. 

    "They're coming." Nezera suddenly announces. The dwarves, tired from the constant fighting and lulled by the day of deceptive peace, jump up in alertness. A bell is struck, and its ominous tone echoes throughout the palace. It's the alarm, the last time that they will receive advance notice of the impending attack. Once the Graebern begin their assault, they won't let up until their numbers are exhausted or the defenders lie dead. 

    "I'm not going to die here either." Lenoly mutters as if to encourage herself. She didn't come all this way to die before seeing Asoko again. Clutching her staff, she exchanges a glance with Ninlil, who returns it with a motherly smile. For a moment, she feels transported back to the Royal Academy, to a peaceful time when she didn't know or didn't care about the struggles of the world beyond. Then she steels her resolve. "To battle!" 

      

    Exhaustion, compounded on by anxiety, falls on the defenders like heavy rain. It has been several days, or at least that's how it feels, in which the dwarves and demon maids rotate in and out of battle to get as much rest as they can. The only solace is that the relatively narrow corridors in the palace stall the Graebern in their advance. This way, not all hands are needed to defend at the same time. 

    Lenoly opens her eyes, sits up, and looks around the field hospital. She had been brought here and healed by Chialdara, the water magic sapping her of energy and rendering her unconscious. A stray Graebern arrow struck her in the chest and pierced a lung the previous day - or has it been more than that? She almost died if not for the dwarves near her noticing in time. 

    Only now does she realize that the wounded are filling the hall to the brim, and the overworked medusa maid is going from one sickbed to the next. The qualitatively superior defenders are being chipped away at slowly but steadily through sheer quantity. 

    Because of the runic armors and shields that the Graebern scavenged from the fallen dwarves, magic and even Helleis's giant arrows are growing increasingly ineffective. The enemies are evolving amidst the battle, improving their strategies and learning how to counter whatever the defenders throw at them. 

    The end is creeping closer and closer, plain for all to see. Even the civilians have taken up arms from the abundantly filled armory and bolster the lines of the defenders. Their presence instills the dwarves with a sense of urgent purpose and unwavering determination. 

    "You're finally awake." Lervia calls out to Lenoly from across the room. The bakari maid is wrapped in a simple blanket because she didn't bring her fireproof maid uniforms. Whenever she uses the bakari tribal magic, clothes are burned away after all. "Can you move?" 

    "Where do you need me?" Pushing herself off the bed despite her weak knees, Lenoly inquires in a resolute tone while grabbing her staff. She doesn't even need to stand to cast magic, so it should be alright if she stays far in the back. 

    "Oh no, you're still weak. Rest some more." Lervia runs over right when the little bakari stumbles and catches her before she falls. 

    "I can't sit around when everybody is fighting." Using her staff as a crutch, Lenoly tries to act strong in front of the wounded. She knows that seeing their guests work so hard for them will inspire the dwarves to fight harder. It's despicable to manipulate them so that they hold on for longer. Still, to meet Asoko again, she will do everything in her power and use any method available. 

    "You've done well holding out for this long." Suddenly, Lenoly feels a hand on her head and hears a familiar voice speak. Her heart skips a beat, but the hand disappears, leaving only a warm feeling in her hair. A figure passes her by and walks past the rows of injured with resolute steps. 

    Tears fill the little bakari's eyes as she exchanges a look with Lervia. Her fellow bakari is staring in disbelief and relief, two contradicting emotions mixed into one confusing feeling that causes her to burst out in tears all the same. 

    Chialdara staggers between patients and nearly runs into somebody. When she looks up, her eyes widen, and her snake hair hisses in a choir of excitement. A hand brushes past her cheek and guides her onto a chair as her legs fail her. 

    On one of the beds lies Anthera, exhausted of her toxic scales for the third time in the past few days. But she sits up when she realizes the atmosphere in the room has changed. From underneath her silver bangs, her compound eyes reflect the person responsible for that change. Their eyes meet, and she almost mechanically gets up from her bed to follow after them despite the pain in her wings. 

    In the hallway outside, dwarven warriors step aside when they behold the figure walking in their midst. Zalnee, traveling across the ceiling suspended by her web, looks down and nearly misses a step. Her six eyes are wide open, and her jaw is slack, revealing the sharp mandibles inside. 

    Ninlil sits on a bench in the central hall, the head of her hammer on the floor and the handle resting on her shoulder. She sighs in exhaustion, having fought nearly nonstop since the Graebern started their assault on the palace. Her ears twitch at the patter of bare footsteps, a rarity in this dwarven city where everybody wears heavy boots, and she looks up. 

    The former maid leader's eyes widen, and she stares at the figure coming down the corridor. Nezera, hanging from the chandelier above, almost falls off when she notices the approaching person. Flapping her wings, she lands beside Ninlil and joins her in staring. 

    Khuko runs into the hall from a corridor where the fighting is loudest. She has come to report that the Graebern have broken through the last barrier she could put up before the lobby would be overrun. But when she opens her mouth to speak, her jaw stays open, and not a single tone emerges. 

    At nearly the same time, Helleis returns to the central hall to resupply on the giant steel arrows for her bow that the dwarves keep making for her in the palace forge. But when she notices where everybody is looking, the massive bow falls from her fingers, and tears fill her eyes. Never before has she shown her crying face to others in the Maid Corps, but she can't hold back her emotions now. 

    "Took you long enough." Tamariki walks in with a giant Graebern's corpse over her shoulder. Throwing the broken beast on the floor and dusting off her hands, the red demon looks up with a knowing grin. "You must be hungry. But as I see it, being frozen hasn't weakened you one bit." 

    "Kept you waiting, huh?" Asoko returns the expression and throws back her still wet hair. She glances down at the pale-skinned and overly muscular naked mole-rat, then looks back up. "I'll hunt my own food, but thank you." 

    "The situation-" Ninlil begins, but the Crawling Chaos raises a hand to stop her. 

    "I understand. Dwarves and fire giants are the friends; these things are the enemy." With a confident smile, Asoko asserts in an almost casual tone. Looking down at herself, she seems to realize that her currently naked form may not instill too much confidence in those around her. 

    With a thought, her skin ripples and turns golden. Scales form across its surface, trace her curves and shape gauntlets, shoulder pads, and greaves. They quiver like bristles and soon cover her entire body in impenetrable dragon armor. She looks around to bask in the awestruck expressions of both dwarves and demons. 

    "Let's begin."

  


   
    Chapter 150 - False Prophet 

      

      

    It has been four moons since Rolan, Runa, Gram, and Sigurd deserted the Alliance army at Phoshand. No pursuers came their way in all this time, and they're on their last stretch before Ajurai. The butte on which Chandra's fortress stands is already visible in the distance. 

    The journey across the Degar steppes went unexpectedly smoothly, and they didn't run into any bands of centaurs. Maybe the hooved demons were drafted into war already by their various clans, and the dry steppes are almost entirely cleared of their presence. 

    They considered taking a detour to visit Urial and her family, but Rolan decided against it. They must have heard what he did, so he doesn't know how he could face them. 

    Along the way, the fallen hero's dreams were haunted by the scenes of genocide he knows are happening in the wake of the Alliance invasion. Although it was clear that the military brass was trying to keep him away from it, he saw the signs of raiders slaughtering civilians in the streets. His mind only completed the visions of human soldiers laughing as they beheaded kneeling women and children as they pleaded for their lives. 

    In one particularly vivid dream, a girl looking like Urial was flayed alive before his eyes as the men doing it reveled in her screams. He had to watch her eyes darting across the plaza in search of help before they met his. Since then, he hasn't slept properly for a single night, and this mental torture is eating away at his psyche. 

    Maybe finding purpose in this journey could bring him some peace of mind. But he has long since resigned himself to this torment; his actions demand that he suffers their consequences. 

    "You don't have to do this." As they near the hill overlooking Ajurai, Rolan turns to his companions and states in a serious tone. Gram said it might be suicide when they decided to come here, but that doesn't mean they have to follow him into it. 

    "We are with you until the end." Runa puts a hand on the leader's trembling arm and replies in a calm tone. As the only person among them who hasn't seen the ajura, she may not know what they're getting themselves into. Still, Rolan can tell that she's clenching her staff with more strength than usual. She's anxious as well, and so are Gram and Sigurd. 

    There's no more need for words. Rolan moves forward with resolute steps, be it toward a clue to the truth behind the gods or his justified punishment by death. 

    "Something looks strange." As they descend the hill and approach the road before the city, Sigurd raises a hand to stop them. He scans Ajurai, then glances at the others. "I do not see any ajura in the streets, only other demons." 

    The clan city of the Ajura is predominantly inhabited by other kinds of demons due to the original owners' low numbers. Still, it's strange not to see a single one of the towering six-armed demons the fortress is named after. 

    "They must have joined the defense of the Dominion." Gram asserts with a dejected look on his face. He was the one who suggested that they come here for answers but forgot to consider that the Ajura clan has the most powerful warriors in the Dominion. They must have left many moons ago when the war first started. And Chandra, their leader, would never stay behind by herself. 

    "Then we'll ask where they headed and go after them." Shaking his head, Rolan continues onward. If the ajura traveled on the most direct route toward Phoshand, they might have missed each other on the vast Degar steppes. But whatever the case, they can only continue to move forward. 

    Soon, they approach the city and find the gates open, with only a single girl with gray skin and white hair sitting with her legs dangling over the gatehouse's parapets. She looks too young to be a soldier, but it's hard to tell with demons. 

    Rolan considers calling out to her, but before he can do so, she peers down at them, then climbs back over the parapet and disappears from view. Exchanging a glance with his companions, the leader sighs and walks forward into the lions' den. 

    Ajurai was never a particularly bustling city even with the ajura present, but now that they're out to join the war, it's almost like a ghost town. Since they stayed on top of the butte the entire time, they never forged a relationship with the civilians. Thus, all they get are cautious glances as they walk down the main street. 

    "They recognize us." Sigurd states quietly. His incredible hearing must have allowed him to overhear the demons whispering to each other. "They call you Rolan, the Queenslayer." 

    "They aren't wrong." The leader can't even bring himself to show a self-deprecating smile, as the guilt weighs heavily on his heart. Even when nobody recognized them as they passed through towns on their way here, he was crushed by that same feeling when he saw the destruction wrought on the demon civilians. Seeing their accusing stares now only increases the load on his conscience. 

    They soon reach the workshop and artisan district before the gondola area at the foot of the butte. With all the ajura gone, not a single soul walks the streets, and they're surrounded by deafening silence. When they last passed through here, the sound of hammers on steel and bellows stoking the forges abounded. 

    The wooden gate to the courtyard housing the three gondolas opens, and a towering minotaur emerges. His right horn is broken, and he wears a suit of armor that appears to be haphazardly carved from granite itself. He closes the gate behind him and stares at the group of four humans with his dark brown eyes. They exude a strange sense of serenity, but Rolan immediately understands what that gaze means. 

    The minotaur has gathered his resolve to kill and be killed, and that resolve is directed at him and his party. 

    "Wait, we didn't come here to fight." The fallen hero raises his hands to show that he won't draw his sword. Then he gestures for his companions to avoid making any moves that could agitate the minotaur. 

    "But we did." With a snort, the minotaur stomps his foot and charges forward without warning. Despite wearing heavy armor, he's shockingly fast and barrels down the street straight toward them. 

    Gram positions himself to meet the beast head-on even though the latter is more than twice his width. But something catches his eyes, and he swings around his shield just in time to block several throwing knives aimed at his head. 

    From an alleyway between two workshops, a boar demon with scars covering his face emerges. He wields a hatchet in one hand and throws more knives with the other. This time, Runa waves her staff and summons shards of ice that block the projectiles in midair before making them shoot forward at the new enemy. He dodges those he can and deflects the others with his hatchet and a hastily drawn short sword. 

    Sigurd takes out his crossbow but suddenly leaps aside, causing his quiver to spill its contents on the ground. A ball of fire impacts the dirt where he stood only a split second ago and sets most of his ammunition on fire. He looks up to find a woman with vermillion hair and a pair of golden eyes glaring out from underneath, standing on a nearby rooftop. She's wielding a simple wooden staff with a ruby and a diamond in its tip, revealing her affinities to be wind and fire. 

    Gram and the minotaur clash, and the impact sends him flying backward. He rolls across the dusty street but holds onto his shield. Getting back up on his feet immediately, he faces the towering demon, who is already upon him and tries to wrestle the shield out of his hands. 

    The big man blocks one large hand and grabs the other, but the minotaur forces him down on his knees with his weight. The fire mage throws another spell in front of Sigurd's feet, stopping him from picking up any of the remaining crossbow bolts. Meanwhile, the boar demon charges at Runa with his hatchet and short sword. 

    The half-elf summons a sphere of light on her staff, ready to unleash the deadly plasma magic upon the boar demon. But a giant broken sword on a chain flies across the street at blinding speed. Runa dodges out of pure reflex, but the weapon knocks the staff out of her hand. The person on the other end is a bipedal rabbit with white fur and fierce red eyes. 

    Rolan grabs Roshanee and slows down the world. With flowing motions, he runs toward the suhra and uses Roshanee to cut his hatchet's head clean off its handle. Grabbing the chain before the rabbit demon can pull it back, he yanks on it hard so that its feet leave the ground. 

    He then picks up a bolt and puts it on Sigurd's crossbow before shooting it at the feet of the vermillion-haired mage on the roof. As the bolt slowly moves through the air, he rushes over to the minotaur and kicks him in the back of his left knee before pushing him to the weakened side. 

    Suddenly, a premonition causes Rolan to turn around just in time to see a shard of darkness shoot at him at blinding speed even within Roshanee's world. He's barely able to raise his sword in defense, but the spell explodes when it comes in contact with the shining blade. The force sends him tumbling across the ground, but he quickly gets up on his feet only to find that the Sword of Light has been broken near the hilt. 

    He stares at the weakly glowing blade in despair as time returns to normal. The boar demon's hatchet head flies off its handle, causing him to stop in utter surprise. The rabbit demon stumbles forward but rolls across the ground in a controlled manner. The minotaur falls on his side, stupefied by what occurred, allowing Gram to get on top of him. As the crossbow bolt hits the roof tile right underneath the female mage's feet, she jumps back from the sudden impact before her, slips, and falls on her backside. 

    Rolan looks up in the direction where the shard of darkness came from, and his eyes widen in shock. A black leather-wrapped figure descends on jet black wings, generating a gust of wind with a mighty beat. A pair of crimson eyes in a familiar pearl-white face glares down at him in deep hatred. It's Hestia, the first black-feathered Fata known to have survived complete corruption. 

    "Stop fighting right now." A young female voice with a distinct sassy undertone demands. Rolan spins around and finds another familiar person walking up the street they came from. It's Senka, the living doll that Chloe carried around everywhere when they were still in Hovsgaerden. 

    The gate that the minotaur closed behind him is pushed open again, and a male ajura with fiery red hair steps forth. It's Batamira, grand-nephew of the Ajura clan's chief, Chandra. 

    But everybody's eyes are drawn to the much shorter person walking beside him. Mauve purple skin, long pointy ears, short hair in the blue color of the starlit night sky. A pair of swirling amethyst galaxy eyes glare at them from under eyebrows furrowed in disapproval. 

    "Kamii?" Gram stares at the little dark elf but gets pushed off by the minotaur underneath him as if he weighs nothing. Quickly getting up on his feet and grabbing his dropped shield, the big man braces himself before the towering bull. 

    "I told you not to fight." Kamii states in a tone that chills the humans to their bones. Her eyes are fixated on Hestia, who lands beside Senka and glares back at the little dark elf. 

    "What's going on here?" Rolan lowers Roshanee and asks, confusion overwhelming his thoughts. The little dark elf stayed behind in Ajurai when they left to find a way home, so it makes sense for her to be here. But the presence of Hestia and Senka is inexplicable. 

    Then he remembers that Chloe was in the chamber where he defeated Demon Queen Pelomyx, so maybe they were in the capital at the time too. Considering she's a corrupted Fata, it's only natural that she stands on the side of the demons now. 

    "Professor Tarragon?" Runa looks up at the woman on the rooftop and mutters in disbelief. The professor in question stands up and glares down with her golden eyes, trying to act as if she didn't slip and fall on her bottom only moments ago. 

    "What a touching reunion." Batamira crosses his three pairs of arms and looks down at the humans and demons alike. He then turns to Kamii while pointing at the former. "What ya wanna do with 'em?" 

    "Bring them to the top." The little dark elf shoots Rolan a glare, then turns around and walks back inside the gate. She stops before looking over her shoulder. "Don't resist." 

    It sounds like a plea rather than a threat. Rolan and his party are surrounded by demons who appear to be aligned with Kamii. And Batamira, a powerful ajura, is aiding her. With Roshanee broken, they're in no position to attempt resistance, even if Runa is a Chosen Knight in training. It would seem that she wants to keep them safe - for the time being. 

    Exchanging a glance with his companions to signal them that they will comply, Rolan looks down at the broken Roshanee with a tired sigh. The reckoning came sooner than he expected. 

      

    With no ajura aside from Batamira remaining in Ajurai, the gondolas are out of order, so they take the narrow stairs to climb to the top of the butte. Along the way, Rolan and his companions feel the demons' glares bore into their backs. They appear ready to pounce at the first perceived suspicious movement. 

    The leader trudges along with the broken Sword of Light in his hand. He learned from Chandra that it's an Ajura weapon, but he thought the gods placed it in the Lost Tombs for him to find. After all, with it, he unlocked the ability to seemingly slow down his perception of time while also increasing his physical abilities to move within it. Could something with such a power be destroyed this easily? 

    "It broke, huh?" Runa looks back and comments with a wry smile. Her expression shows a hint of relief as if she considered the sword a shackle that bound Rolan to the gods. Or maybe that's just his deepest thoughts projecting themselves onto his beloved. 

    "Maybe it's a good thing." With a self-deprecating smile, he replies earnestly. This means that even his last connection to the gods has been severed. 

    "We can reforge it." Batamira states in a matter-of-fact tone without turning around. He knows Rolan is the Chosen One lauded by the Alliance for killing Queen Pelomyx, so it's strange that his attitude is so casual with the Queenslayer. Unlike most other demons, ajura don't care who kills whom as long as it was in battle. 

    They soon make it to the fortress carved into the side of the butte, where Runa and Sigurd need to stop to catch their breath. Although the half-elf did train to become a Chosen Knight, only her magic skills are at their level. She joined the war before her physical training started, so she never had the chance to reach the might of a complete Chosen Knight. 

    This is the first time that they have come to the main fortress. When they lived in Ajurai before, they stayed in the longhouse on top of the butte. The reliefs of faces carved into the walls around the castle entrance seem to peer down at Rolan in disapproving frowns. Under the gazes of hundreds of ajura of yore, he feels tiny and insignificant. 

    As they pass through the open gates, they find themselves in the cool interior of the main hall. Unlike Arkaim castle, the fortress of Ajurai is much smaller and appears to be built for function rather than to impress visitors. The interior is primarily blank stone, with small rectangular windows in the walls to let in the light. 

    The layout is exceedingly simple, with a lobby leading directly into the throne room through a set of double-winged doors. All the rooms are empty, but the smell of food hangs in the air. 

    Kamii takes the lead and walks ahead toward a corridor to the left. After passing a few closed doors, they come upon a small dining hall filled with rows of tables illuminated by slit windows in the walls and simple wooden chandeliers with lamp crystals hanging from the crossbeams. 

    "You're right on time. Come and help me prepare the table." A familiar female voice comes from the slightly ajar door leading into the kitchen. Then, the door is pushed open, and a voluptuous dark elf in a dark purple gown emerges, carrying a tray of plates with hands covered in black gloves. 

    It's Lady Nightwane, also known as Daica, Kamii's younger sister. She used to run a shady alchemical supplies store in Hovsgaerden, then opened a relatively successful one in Kongenssoevn when they moved there. Seeing her here in Ajurai, casually cooking in the fortress kitchen, invokes a weird feeling in Rolan. 

    Chloe must have returned to the Dominion and brought her and Hestia along. It would explain their presence here, as well as how Chloe could be in Arkaim castle when he... 

    Daica stares at him and his party for a moment then walks over to the nearest table to place down the tray. She approaches with cold eyes but stops when she notices Kamii's gaze. The big dark elf appears to contemplate what to do for a moment, then she bridges the distance and slaps the leader across his face. 

    "For what you have done, I should have taken off my gloves." Daica declares with a contemptuous glare, not a hint of her usual stutter. These words send a shiver down Rolan's spine when he remembers what happened to the robbers in the dark elf's store. 

    "Now, now." Senka walks between them and raises her hands to mediate the situation. She then turns to Rolan. "I have to say, though, if we didn't arrive here before you, the demons would most likely have lynched you in the streets." 

    "I wonder why you haven't killed us." Rolan looks down at the living doll and asks. He doesn't mean to challenge the demons into finishing the job they started in the streets earlier, but a part of him seems to wish for punishment. His companions understand his sentiment but stare at him with nervous gazes. 

    Suddenly, Kamii turns around and grabs Rolan by the neck with her crab pincer. Pushing him against a chair and forcing him down on it, the little dark elf glowers at him from above. 

    "Why did you come here?" She demands to know, her amethyst eyes glowing from between her bangs. It's the first time Rolan has ever seen Kamii with such an expression. He can tell that she must have gone through many hardships since they separated here in Ajurai nearly one summer ago. 

    Runa attempts to stop the dark elf from hurting her beloved but is held back by the boar demon's hand on her shoulder. The scar-covered suhra grunts in disapproval and pats the short sword by his side, signaling to her that she shouldn't make any quick movements in his presence. 

    "I came to find Chandra." Grabbing the crab pincer with his hands and trying to force it to open, Rolan presses out. From the fact that it doesn't budge even under his full strength, he knows that there's no way out of Kamii's grip unless she allows it. 

    "The boss left for war a long time ago." Batamira states with his arms crossed, watching the former comrades who fought side by side in the ring against Chandra. If he thinks anything about their strained relationship, he's not showing it on his face. 

    "What do you want from her?" Kamii continues her interrogation without opening her pincer. 

    "We came to ask her about the Stormcrow!" Gram steps forward and answers in the leader's stead. He's not entirely surprised by the little dark elf's ruthlessness but doesn't want to see her acting like this toward her former comrade. "Chandra should know more about her, right?" 

    The desperation in the big man's voice and expression is undeniable. Throughout their journey, he always put on a cheerful façade, especially with Rolan sullen and visibly drowning in his sense of guilt. But this is the first time he shows his feelings so openly since they deserted the Alliance. 

    "She isn't here, though." Raising a hand to brush back his hair, Batamira answers while looking away with a frown. Then he turns to Rolan as if sensing that there's more. "Why do you want to find the Stormcrow? You want to know who's going to win this war?" 

    The sarcasm in his voice is almost tangible, but Kamii raises a hand to stop the towering ajura from continuing to take verbal jabs at the humans. For a moment, her companions look between her and Batamira with round eyes. Ajura are the most powerful demons in the Dominion, but this little dark elf has the audacity to shut him up with a gesture. 

    "I want to learn the truth about the gods." But Rolan replies to the ajura's question with an unclouded expression on his face. This is the first time his companions hear about this too, and they stare at him in confusion. 

    "Why is that?" Kamii opens her crab pincer and lowers it. Rubbing his neck, the leader breathes a sigh of relief. 

    "Because I found out that Gelvath was created by Alkupera." Rolan comes right out with the truth he saw that day when they left the sanctum. Everybody's eyes widen at that declaration, but he doesn't miss the fact that Kamii seems to show understanding rather than shock. 

    "Explain." Hestia demands with a rustle of her pitch-black wings. Her crimson eyes are fixated on the Chosen One as if implying that if he tries to wiggle his way out of this situation with lies, she will end him. 

    But Rolan goes on to speak of all the signs he picked up along the way. The strangely undivine personalities and actions of the gods, especially Framtith's. The metal and glass capsule shot out from the flying fortress with Gelvath inside. The moment when he blacked out before bringing down his sword on Queen Pelomyx. He lays everything bare right then and there as if he can no longer keep it to himself. 

    Everybody stares at him in shock, except for Kamii, Daica, and Senka. The dark elf sisters exchange a knowing look, then turn to the doll girl, who has her arms crossed and head tilted in thoughtfulness. When they escaped Alkupera's sanctum, Kamii spoke to Senka in her mind and told her about the things they discovered. They kept it from Hestia and the others but now may be the time to speak up. 

    "The gods are fakes." The little dark elf states in a matter-of-fact tone. For a moment, everybody can only stare at her in silence, and she pauses to drive home the severity of her accusation. Nobody would ever think that beings who can make an entire island float, see the future, and control the weather are anything but gods. 

    But when Kamii goes on to explain what she and her sister saw in the belly of Alkupera's sanctum, it shakes everybody to the core. Even Rolan, who already held deeply-seated doubts, can't believe that the ageless beings humans have revered since the beginning of time aren't real gods. 

    "Magic, technology, smoke and mirrors." Senka suddenly speaks up. Her big blue eyes switch from Rolan to Kamii, then to Hestia. "With the right combination of theatrics and keeping the masses ignorant, anybody can become a god." 

    "I'm not saying that they are powerless. But they are no gods to me." Kamii continues with a shrug. Her definition of a god is a being that doesn't need to resort to hidden machines operated by mind-enslaved humans and demons to perform miracles. 

    "We've been dancing on the palms of those fake gods all this time?" Rolan mutters, distraught in finding confirmation of his fears. 

    "Don't shirk your responsibilities by saying you were the gods' plaything, human." Zancrax, the towering minotaur, states in a calm tone. He bends down to look into Rolan's eyes with his own, revealing a pair of dark brown wells that grant a glimpse into the depths of darkness they have witnessed. 

    "I won't. I never planned to leave the Dominion alive." With a self-deprecating smile, the Chosen One averts his gaze. His companions look at him in shock, but the bull demon snorts in disdain. 

    "If not for you, this invasion would have never happened." Ireyo, the rabbit demon, speaks in an accusing tone. Her red eyes are filled with anger, and her hand is twitching as if ready to reach for the giant broken sword in the hilt on her back. "My people were slaughtered because of what you did." 

    "Calm down, Ireyo." Kamii raises a hand at the diminutive white-furred demon. The latter shifts her glare toward the little dark elf then shoots Hestia a glance. 

    "If he's going to be killed either way, why wait?" Although Ireyo agreed with Kamii to keep Rolan alive so that the princess can judge him personally, seeing the Chosen One within her grasp is stirring up her emotions. 

    "Indeed." Hestia rustles her wings and tilts her head back to regard the human hero with contempt. "Surely, bringing Chloe his head should be enough." 

    There's a dangerous shift in the atmosphere in the room. Although Kamii appears to be the leader of her party, she doesn't seem that inclined to hold them back. Maybe she's waiting for Rolan to make a case for himself before stepping in. 

    "What will my death here accomplish? It won't bring back your people. It won't bring back the queen." The hero suddenly looks across the demons with a determined expression and declares. It draws incredulous looks, some of which quickly turn into anger. 

    "Ya what?!" Terog snarls and grabs Rolan by the collar while reaching for his short sword. He heard from the consolidated Suhra army that came to Phoshand's aid that nearly fifty thousand suhra died in Orug that day when he left with Kamii and her companions. The Wanderer held his emotions in check until now and agreed with the leader's decision, but hearing the human hero talk like this rubbed him the wrong way. 

    "Nothing will be undone even if you kill me!" Raising his voice, Rolan returns the boar demon's glare with a firm gaze of his own. But his expression falters, and he looks down, close to tears. "All this death... because of me..." 

    Thinking back to his actions, he can't truly pinpoint the moment where he went wrong, which is precisely why he feels so guilty. If he hadn't followed the Stormcrow's prediction and went to Arkaim, Runa would have died. But in killing Queen Pelomyx, a series of mistakes led them to this point. 

    "Give me a chance to atone." Finally, Rolan raises his head and pleads with Terog. But the Wanderer delivers a resounding punch to the hero's face, sending him barreling through several chairs. 

    "Don't give me that crap!" Terog steps forward to follow up on it, but Zancrax grabs his arm and holds him back. Still, the suhra keeps shouting. "I'll make sure ya live long enough to be judged by Princess Chaos." 

    The mention of Princess Chaos, Chloe as he knows her, causes Rolan to stiffen up. Maybe he already knew deep down that he would have to face her someday when he saw her kneeling beside Queen Pelomyx's disintegrating corpse. But he wants to set at least some things right before then, to be able to stand before her in repentance. 

    Rolan sits up from the stone floor while holding his bruised cheek, then rises to his feet unsteadily. He looks at Terog's with unwavering resolve, causing the boar demon to narrow his eyes. 

    "I will face my judgment when the time comes. Until then, I want to learn the truth and see if I can make at least some amends." The fallen hero asserts with a resigned smile. 

    Runa's eyes widen when she realizes that Rolan is ready to lay down his life when the time comes. He never mentioned this during their journey. All this time, she thought he was desperately trying to find redemption but never imagined that it could take this form. 

    "You did nothing wrong!" She blurts out and clutches her staff. Everybody turns to her in surprise. 

    "But-" Rolan wants to object, but she glares at him to shut him up. 

    "It is true that we attacked Arkaim on the orders of the gods." Shaking her head, Runa explains in desperation. "But he only came to save me! The demon queen was going to kill me - kill all of us. And she killed Vigdis!" 

    Kamii's eyes twitch at that revelation. She already thought that the young water mage was conspicuously absent back in Phoshand. But to learn that she died at the hands of Queen Pelomyx comes as a shock. After all, Vigdis was a healer rather than a fighter. 

    Suddenly, a crow's guttural caw echoes through the hall and draws everybody's attention to their surroundings. On the railing of the gallery, dozens of the black-feathered birds have gathered and are watching the demons and humans with their beady black eyes. 

    "Kekekeke! Thou art one step closer to the final truth." The voice of the Stormcrow reverberates from the stone walls, but Kamii instantly pinpoints her location. Looking up, she finds the crone sitting on one of the crossbeams supporting the simple chandeliers. 

    The last time she appeared before them, Kamii tried to capture her, but she escaped in a storm of feathers. This time, she won't let her get away. The little dark elf already expected the Stormcrow to appear in Ajurai, so she informed Batamira of her intentions ahead of time. Surely, an ajura should be fast enough to catch her. 

    "Thy journey shall taketh thee to the land of the Rishaksha. In the lustrous Kaanha jungle, thou shalt receive thine answers." Waving her cane in a sweeping motion, she scares some crows perching next to her into flapping their wings. 

    Kamii exchanges a glance with Batamira, who gets the silent signal and runs forward. At the same time, Zancrax grabs Ireyo and throws her up at the Stormcrow. The rabbit demon whips her chain forward like a lasso to capture the crone, but it cuts right through the old woman's ragged black cloak, which distorts as if it's made of mist. 

    Batamira jumps up and pulls himself onto the beam right when Ireyo lands on the other side, pincering the Stormcrow between them. The latter only cackles at their attempt while most crows disperse in cawed protests and settle on the surrounding beams. 

    "Thy redemption awaiteth thee in the ruins of the failed utopia under the false moon." She declares with a toothless grin while peering down at Rolan with her milky white blind eyes before shifting her gaze to Kamii. "There, thou may find the distortion of this world. The eye of the immaterial maelstrom." 

    The Ajura deputy commander leaps forward and tries to grab the Stormcrow with all six of his arms. However, he passes through her the same way Ireyo's chain did moments ago. Rolling across the narrow beam nimbly despite his impressive size, he ends up on the rabbit demon's side. It would seem that the crone is nothing more than an apparition, perhaps even an illusion. 

    "The chaos opposing the order of the false gods." Finishing her earlier enumeration, the Stormcrow glances at Hestia, who was in the process of chanting a barrier spell to detain the crone but freezes at those words. She's not the only one who sees through that thinly-veiled insinuation. Still, only one person among them has the resolve to act despite the shock. 

    "Limit Break." Senka mutters and slaps the center of her chest. Her pupils dilate to their maximum and beyond, and the blackness spreads across her face to form the abstract shape of an ink butterfly. Scanning the Stormcrow with her spirit vision, she finds that the decrepit old woman is neither an apparition nor a living being that can turn intangible. 

    She's simply not there. 

    Looking around the room, Senka tries to determine whether there's an illusionist nearby or what other method is being used to project the solid-looking shape of the Stormcrow onto the wooden beam. Then she pulls several throwing knives from Terog's holsters as the latter reacts in incredible slow-motion. 

    That's when she notices Rolan staring at her with round eyes. The doll girl's unblinking black eyes meet his, upon which he moves at normal speed and looks around. 

    "So that's how you did it." Senka speaks into his mind. He understands that she's referring to how he could fight and kill Queen Pelomyx, a demon without peer. 

    In this slowed-down world of her Limit Break, Senka throws the knives at several of the crows in the room. The projectiles fly through the air, and the black birds react quickly but cannot escape in time. 

    Senka blinks her eyes, and the world returns to normal. The throwing knives nail four crows at almost exactly the same time, and the Stormcrow and all the other crows instantly disappear without a trace. As the four birds drop to the floor, everybody in the room looks around in utter bafflement. Except for Rolan, who saw it all. 

    "The Stormcrow was a fake." Senka explains while walking over to one of the crows with a throwing knife lodged inside it. Picking it up, she turns to Kamii and Daica, who stare at the doll girl as the truth dawns on them. For all the others, she holds up the dead bird and continues. "The Stormcrow was a projection. This is an automaton. Another piece of the fake gods' technology." 

    This revelation shakes Rolan to the core. The fallen hero blinks his eyes a few times at the impaled crow, finding that it isn't bleeding despite the knife stuck in its chest. Somewhere in his mind, the idea had settled that the Stormcrow's prophecies could maybe lead him to atonement. But if she's nothing more than an illusion created by the gods, then there is no hope. 

    However, through all the despair, something clicks in Rolan's mind, and the whole picture comes together. The Stormcrow was the one who unlocked his true ability with Roshanee when she appeared before him in Ajurai. She then sent him to Arkaim because she prophesized Runa's death, which led to him being pulled into the gods' plot to kill Queen Pelomyx. 

    Furthermore, according to Kamii, the Stormcrow was the one who told them to head for Phoshand when their target was Arkaim. It resulted in them witnessing Rolan's battle against Gelvath and chasing him here. 

    It's as if the Stormcrow has been nudging them toward this conclusion from the very beginning. But if she's working for the gods, why would she refer to them as fakes? What awaits them in the Kaanha jungle, in the land of the Rikshaksha? 

    "What now?" Terog asks while crouching down and scrutinizing another crow. He scratches his chin stubble and muses that a simple throwing knife could damage something created by the gods, no matter how false they are. 

    "We'll follow her prophecy. See what the gods want from us." Kamii uses her cursed arm to pick up one of the automatons that projected the image of the Stormcrow. Without giving it another look, she crushes it in her pincer, revealing something akin to clay and a metal skeleton inside rather than flesh and blood. Then she points her crab pincer at Rolan. "And you'll be coming with us."

  


   
    Chapter 151 - Green Hell 

      

      

    The lustrous Kaanha jungle that the Stormcrow spoke of lies far south from Ajurai, outside the Dominion's borders. According to Batamira, the Rikshaksha are feral monsters that attack anything entering their territory. Every few decades, their numbers swell and spill into the Dominion - and the Ajura clan drives them back into the jungle each time. 

    Two moons after their departure, Kamii and her expedition finally entered the northern reaches of the dense Kaanha jungle. In the following fortnight, travel became increasingly difficult due to the thick undergrowth. At one point, Gram jokingly suggested that Ireyo should use her giant broken sword to cut a path. He only received a death glare from the rabbit demon in response and much headshaking from the others. 

    The climate quickly became not only hot but also painfully humid. The two dark elves are resistant to the heat, and Runa inherited the same trait from her elven ancestry to a degree. Senka appears ignorant of any temperature changes and always wears the blue winter coat that Chloe bought for her in Aekrestad. 

    However, everybody else was faring poorly in the humid climate and looked at those four for weathering it all literally without breaking a sweat begrudgingly. Especially the humans from the Kingdom of Lares, used to harsh winters and mild summers, were suffering day and night. 

    For the first few evenings, Terog challenged himself to make a fire despite being unable to find any wood dry enough to do so. Each time, Dregana used her magic to complete the campfire, and the boar demon soon gave up altogether. 

    Out of fear of a night ambush, they put one demon and one human on watch in shifts. But with insects buzzing around their ears and wild animals calling for mates throughout the night, sleep was hard to come by for everyone. 

    Every morning was a sticky and uncomfortable awakening. With the constant threat of running into the Rikshaksha looming over them, everybody's nerves were stretched thin. And by the third day of the second fortnight, most expedition members were exhausted both physically and mentally. 

    They had walked into a green hell. 

      

    "We're surrounded." Terog suddenly mutters while sniffing the air. Normally, Kamii is the one who spots such things, but maybe her inattention is a sign that the hostile environment has begun to affect her as well. 

    "How many?" Kamii asks while slowly putting a hand on her dagger. The others follow suit and brace themselves for battle. 

    "Hard to tell. They smell of blood." He replies while glancing around. Ireyo repaired the Wanderer's hatchet before they departed from Ajurai, and he's looking to test it against whatever is stalking them. Still, everybody is ill at ease at the mention of blood. 

    "They're most likely the Rikshaksha." Senka comes right out and says it. 

    "You say it like it isn't our problem." Zancrax grumbles and then snorts. He feels glad that he has been wearing his granite armor day and night, as he's the only one adequately protected against attacks on all sides. 

    "What do we do, boss?" Terog asks without looking at Kamii. He gestures for Sigurd, the one guiding them due to his impeccable sense of direction, to go back into formation next to the mages in the center. 

    "Keep going. They haven't attacked yet." Kamii responds calmly. But as if that was a signal, a roar echoes through the jungle and startles the birds in the trees. High-pitched screeching emerges from all around, a sign for what's to come. The little dark elf exchanges a glance with Daica then turns to Hestia. 

    Without the need for words, they communicate their roles for the impending battle. The fallen Fata beats her wings and rises toward the dense tree canopy above. She chants a wind spell and blows the trees apart on her way out before they whip back and obscure her from view. 

    "Guess we on the ground have to fight our way through this then." Gram laughs heartily, albeit with a hint of nervousness in his voice. Technically, he won't be doing much fighting his way through something as he has to defend those in the expedition who don't fare too well in a melee. 

    "They are coming." Sigurd declares when he hears the rustling of many bodies pushing through the undergrowth. Ireyo wordlessly throws her broken sword ahead of them. Then, she yanks on the chain attached to the hilt and forces its trajectory toward the right. With strength that should be impossible at her size, she directs the short but massive blade through the bushes as if cutting grass. 

    With only her opening gambit, she cuts a wide half-circle through the jungle in front of her before pulling the chain back and catching the sword hilt with one hand. The blade is covered in red blood, and howls and shrieks emerge from all around them. 

    Then, apes with blood-red fur and white war paint covering their faces and chests charge out of the undergrowth all around them. They wield crude spears and clubs, showing off their sharp canines as they scream at the intruders in their jungle. Their sizes differ significantly, with a few towering at nearly Gram's height even while walking on all fours. Dozens more swing in on branches and vines before dropping down onto the expedition from above. 

    In an instant, chaos breaks loose. Runa shoots a beam of plasma from the tip of her staff while Dregana casts a wave of fire that washes over the Rikshasksha. However, it seems that they're resistant to magic, as the beam breaks against their fur and the flames dissipate instantly. 

    With physical means of attacks becoming more important, Sigurd and Daica unleash their crossbows. The former's hits one of the apes in the eye and kills it in an instant, but the latter's explosive vial rips one of the larger apes apart. 

    While Kamii and Rolan weave through their ranks at blinding speed, Gram braces against one of the charging gorilla-like apes with his shield. Terog throws knives with one hand and swings his hatchet with the other, and Ireyo cleaves through several enemies with her giant sword. 

    Bolts of darkness rain down from above and pierce the ape demons without resistance. Hestia's Fata magic, corrupted into the dark affinity, can even cut through the magic resistance of an elder dragon, so these demons are nothing before her might. 

    Three Rikshaksha jump onto Zancrax and try to bind him with thick vines. Although these creatures possess only a primitive intellect, they know basic tool use and how to work together. This makes them far more dangerous than simple wild animals hunting in a pack. 

    "Get off me!" The minotaur grabs the vines with an angry bellow and pulls the apes off him with quick movements. Stomping the head of one that falls before him under his hoof, he lets out a roar to intimidate the surrounding enemies. 

    As Kamii and Rolan cut a swath into the demons before them, the expedition follows into the breach. For a moment, the two leaders feel transported back to the bowels of Rathgolim when they were running from the Graebern encircling them. Unlike the wide-open roads, the dry coolness, and the eternal darkness in the fallen dwarven kingdom, they're in the muggy heat under the shady jungle canopy now. But the danger to their lives is the same. 

    The little dark elf's every swing becomes an instant kill when her combo counter reaches a sufficiently high number. But even as the heads and torsos of unlucky Rikshaksha burst open like overripe melons when their skin and bones are no longer able to withstand the force of her attacks, they keep coming. As Batamira said, these creatures have become ferocious beasts that know only to kill and feed. 

    Terog and Ireyo secure the flanks as the mages and rangers follow the path created by the vanguard. The boar demon doesn't possess the overwhelming strength that the rabbit demon has, nor does he have a magical ability like Rolan or a powerful curse like Kamii. He fights with pure skill, honed as the Wanderer of the Suhra clan, and with the consistency of a master twice his age. But it's precisely this that allows him to go toe-to-toe with the others, as he knows where to cut most effectively. 

    Gram and Zancrax take the rear guard and bear the brunt of the chasing Rikshaksha. While the big man uses his shield and steel gauntlets to keep them at bay, the minotaur swings his massive arms and throws down enemies left and right with raw strength. 

    The jungle floor runs slick with the blood of the mad apes, but they don't let up. More and more Rikshaksha emerge from the surrounding jungle. Even if they can't win in quality, their quantity will eventually overwhelm the trespassers in their lands. 

    "I hear a river in that direction." Sigurd calls out to Kamii while pointing slightly right from where they're running. "There are hundreds more converging on us right now. We need to make it there!" 

    "Zan." The little dark elf shouts back the line to the minotaur. 

    "Boss?" He reacts to the nickname with a snort but acknowledges her call. "I'm kind of busy here." 

    "You take point. Rolan, join Gram in the rear. Narrow the formation." She quickly gives out her orders without turning away from her fight. "Everybody else, run." 

    Ireyo uses her chained blade to make a small opening so that the minotaur can travel up the formation. Having learned from her failed attempt at shooting the apes with plasma, Runa uses a burst of wind to hold the enemies at a distance instead. Even though she has firepower that can rival even the highest-ranking Chosen Knights, it proves useless against the Rikshaksha's magic resistance all the same. 

    On his way towards the front, Zancrax delivers a devastating lariat against Terog's towering opponent. The latter takes the opportunity to sink his hatchet into the giant ape's abdomen and rip it open, causing its guts to spill out onto the jungle floor. At the same time, Rolan passes the expedition on his way back the line, cutting enemies in swift motions of his sword before joining Gram in the rear. 

    Suddenly, a massive Rikshaksha towering over even Zancrax barrels through the undergrowth from their left. A crown of feathers sits atop its head, and it wears a necklace on which all kinds of demon and animal skulls are strung up. The wooden club he wields is studded with sharp teeth from predators, meant to inflict the most damage with every hit. 

    The huge ape demon lets out a roar as he charges at the center of the expedition. More and more enemies swing toward them on vines, and the undergrowth shakes from their approach as they follow their chieftain into battle on the ground. 

    Kamii leaves her position at the front to take this newcomer down with a single strike. However, one of the downed enemies grabs her ankle with his dying breath and trips her up. She falls forward and catches herself on the crab pincer, punching a hole into the ground in the process. But with this, her combo counter is reset. Clicking her tongue, she decides that she will have to leave this to Rolan and the others. 

    Ireyo throws her weapon at the giant Rikshaksha, but the chieftain strikes it aside with his club. He nimbly dodges an explosive bolt from Daica and shrugs off the wind blades Dregana throws at him. Finally, Terog's throwing knives bounce off his thick fur, and he's upon the expedition's backline. 

    Before Dregana can make up her mind and turn into her dragon form, a massive bolt of darkness comes down from above and bores through the Rikshaksha chieftain's hunched back. Falling forward and sliding across the jungle floor due to his momentum, he comes to a stop right before Senka. She watches his eyes roll back in their sockets and lets out a noise of disgust. 

    Kamii looks up and spots a hint of Hestia's black wings through a gap in the dense forest canopy. In the end, the Rikshaksha chieftain's greatest strength, his massive size, was the reason for his downfall. 

    After witnessing their chieftain being killed, the smallest apes scatter into the surroundings while screaming in fear. This is the first time they have reacted that way, showing that they do have a sense of self-preservation. However, the remaining big Rikshaksha roar and beat their chests to rein them in. Hearing the war cry, the fleeing apes stop and turn around in confusion. 

    "Go!" Kamii realizes that there's a tiny window of opportunity to break out of the encirclement and immediately signals for the group to move. Under the directions of Sigurd, Zancrax charges forward like a living boulder, knocking aside or stomping underhoof Rikshaksha too slow to evade. 

    The expedition follows the path that the minotaur is clearing before them and throws attacks left and right to thin out the hesitating apes. But under the leadership of the few giant Rikshaksha, all of the apes begin giving chase once more, throwing spears and rocks as they quickly catch up. Harried by the feral demons, the unlikely fellowship makes its way through the jungle at a breakneck pace. 

    Zancrax breaks through an especially thick patch of undergrowth and notices too late that there's no more ground to walk on. His hooves step on thin air before he drops one pace and hits the water. It's waist-deep, but the others following right behind him are shorter in stature. 

    "Careful, the river-" Sigurd comes to a stop on the riverbank and spins around to warn the others, but they charge full-speed into the gap in the undergrowth. Unable to stop in time, Dregana crashes into the bard, propelling him and herself off the ledge right onto Zancrax's back. 

    The others follow them and splash into the water next to the towering minotaur. He catches Kamii in one hand before she's carried away by the current, then helps Runa stay afloat against the pull of her robes. Ireyo and Daica climb onto his back, with the latter holding on for dear life since she can't swim. 

    Senka, Rolan, and Gram manage to stop on the riverbank and turn to look at the Rikshaksha pursuing them. When they realize that they won't be able to hold their position, the two humans dive into the water after the others. Finally, the doll girl hops onto Zancrax, who already begins his careful crossing without noticing her added weight. Still, one misstep and his granite armor will pull him to a watery grave. 

    The ape demons appear all along the shoreline and fling spears and stones at the expedition. Even the biggest ones don't dare to enter the water and growl restlessly while looking for ways to attack the escaping demons and humans. Gram raises his shield over his head to block the projectiles for himself and Rolan. Meanwhile, Runa casts a shield of wind to protect Zancrax and the others riding on his back. 

    Still reeling from the crash, the bard and the dragonkin can only hold onto the minotaur, who grumbles about feeling like a pack animal. 

    Suddenly, a large rock hits Terog in the back of his head, and he goes under. Ireyo fixes her chain on Zancrax's one good horn, compelling the latter to protest. But since he has both hands full with keeping Kamii and Runa from being taken by the current, he can't do anything about it and braces himself. 

    The rabbit demon jumps into the water and finds the unconscious Terog floating away. Swimming after him, she grabs the latter's tusk. It would appear that the sensation of having a tooth pulled on wakes the boar demon up, and he immediately struggles for breath. But he has enough presence of mind to look at Ireyo and realize the chain she's offering him. He catches on quickly and begins to pull himself up on it. 

    Moments later, Terog's head breaks through the river's surface, and he coughs up water before taking in a deep breath. 

    "We need to get out of here!" Rolan calls out to Kamii. It's unlikely that they found shallows on their first try, and Zancrax won't be able to swim with his heavy armor. If they stay near the bank, the Rikshaksha will keep pelting them with projectiles. 

    "Ugh..." Sigurd is the first to get back up and looks at Dregana beside him. Then he peers up and watches Hestia firing an array of black spears at the riverbank behind them. The projectiles fell several ape demons in one shot, but their place is immediately taken by more. Then he notices the Fata pointing to their left, and the bard looks over. 

    When he follows the direction her finger is pointing, he finds rocks jutting out of the river a short distance away. The current isn't that strong, so he can see through the surface and knows that the river must be shallow in that spot. 

    "Over there, Sir Zancrax." Sigurd jumps off the minotaur's back and leaps into the water with these words. Everybody stares in shock, but the bard begins to swim against the current. Runa hastily extends her wind barrier toward him to shield him from the flying spears and rocks. 

    Moments later, he reaches the shallows and stands up before ducking behind a jutting rock to avoid the projectiles. Seeing that, Zancrax quickly changes his course and wades through the water with Daica, Senka, Dregana, and Ireyo on his back. He has Kamii's collar in one hand, and Runa is clinging to his other arm while he pulls Terog along with the chain around his horn. Gram continues to cover for Rolan and follows the minotaur. 

    As the expedition makes its way toward the shallow crossing, Hestia continues to rain down death on the Rikshaksha on the shore. Without any means of retaliation, the ape demons can only roar in rage and redouble their fruitless efforts to hit those in the water with their projectiles. 

    Finally, they reach a place where even Kamii can stand up. But as if seeing causes the Rikshaksha to realize that the water is shallow there, they jump into the river to chase the expedition. 

    "Zan, take the rear with Gram and Rolan. Ireyo and I secure the other shore." The little dark elf quickly gives out her orders and wades ahead, and the rabbit demon quickly follows her by jumping from rock to rock. 

    Daica helps the recovering Dregana down from Zancrax's back while Runa covers their escape. Rolan dances through the pursuing Rikshaksha but is slowed by the waist-deep water. Still, as the river runs red with the slain demons' blood, he wonders why they keep coming so relentlessly. They showed that they have a survival instinct earlier, but it's as if they're all corrupted creatures whose aggression dulls their senses. By now, at least a hundred of them must have fallen, but was all that to satisfy their territorial instincts? 

    Suddenly, the deafening roar of a beast far larger than anything they heard before echoes through the jungle. It vibrates through the air and causes the trees to shake. When it ends, the noisy jungle has fallen silent, and only the pattering of the river continues unabated as if ignorant of what's to come. 

    Then, the Rikshaksha growl and shriek, jumping up and down in the water in excitement. Kamii and Ireyo stop before they reach the other shore ahead of the others and stare into the jungle. Senka looks up and finds Hestia hovering in place and staring in the same direction as their vanguard. 

    The treetops are shaking as if something is pushing them aside, and the expedition can feel the tremors under their feet still submerged in the water. Whatever is doing it must be gigantic, and it's coming their way, crushing the undergrowth audibly with every step. 

    "Batamira didn't say anything about this." Rolan mutters while readying his sword, but he knows that whatever can cause such tremors is beyond the reach of this blade. 

    The trees part and a titanic ape walking on all fours appears on the riverbank. The fallen hero lowers his weapon, realizing that it would be akin to a baby attacking an adult with a toothpick. The other expedition members can only watch in awe as the giant gorilla steps into the water. 

    His muscular body is like a moving mountain, and dark green moss grows on his black fur. Scars of many battles cover his leathery face and forearms, a sign that he has lived a long and hard life with plenty of opposition - all of which he survived. 

    Intelligent brown eyes behold the expedition, glancing across each of their faces one by one as if gauging their combat capabilities. Frozen in place, the demons and humans can only let themselves be subjected to the scrutiny of this forest deity. Snorting, as if to say that they're beneath his notice, the titanic ape then turns his gaze to the Rikshaksha instead. 

    When the attention falls on them, the ape demons roar and shriek, jumping up and down in the water. It's then that Terog recognizes their behavior; they aren't excited about a powerful ally but afraid of a fearsome enemy. 

    As if angered by the Rikshaksha seemingly challenging him, the titan rises on his two feet and beats his chest. The impacts generate noticeable shockwaves that blow across the river. He then opens his maw for an earth-shattering roar that instantly silences the red-furred apes. 

    The expedition members cover their ears in pain and cower under the howl. When it's over, the Rikshaksha stare at the titan for a moment before cowering under his gaze and slowly retreating. But it would appear that they're too slow for his taste, as he shoots them a deadly glare while falling back forward on all fours. That's the signal for the ape demons to abandon their weapons and scatter. 

    For a moment, the expedition members think themselves saved. But then, the gigantic gorilla shifts his gaze back on them with his eyes narrowed in displeasure. Suddenly, a massive lance of darkness comes down from above and hits the top of his head. However, unlike with the Rikshaksha chieftain, the spell dissipates against his skin without doing any harm. 

    Yet, he appears to have felt the impact as he looks up while growling in anger. Hestia is hovering high in the sky above him with her crimson eyes widened in utter disbelief. The same spell blew a hole into Kiamedras's chest; it's unthinkable that this oversized ape would have stronger magic resistance than the elder dragon. 

    The titan roars at Hestia and scoops up a handful of rocks from the riverbed. But before he can throw them, Dregana runs forward and explodes into flames. From within, her massive dragon form emerges and rams into the gorilla with her giant claws. Everybody else is stunned and watches as the dragonkin belches flames into his face from up close. 

    "Get to the other shore!" Kamii takes the lead and runs forward as Dregana pushes her opponent off the shallow path and into deeper waters. Still, their sheer sizes make the river look like nothing more than a tiny stream under their feet. 

    Following the little dark elf's lead, the expedition quickly presses forward as the dragonkin and the titanic ape roll across the river. A resounding punch to her jaw sends her reeling, but she whips her tail around and sweeps her opponent's legs at the same time. 

    The demons and humans hastily wade through the water because they understand that they can't help Dregana. Even Hestia's magic is useless against the titan, and their regular weapons seem laughable when even dragon claws barely scratch the titan's hide. 

    As the expedition makes it to the other side and climbs ashore, Dregana suddenly barrels back-first through the treeline to their left. Broken branches and leaves fly everywhere as the dragonkin rolls through the forest and comes to a stop several dozen paces in, leaving behind a trail of destruction. 

    With an angry roar, the titanic ape charges after her as she gets back up. Everybody can only watch and stay out of their way as they exchange bites and blows. Neither seems to get the upper hand in their monstrous battle, so the best the expedition can do is duck and cover. 

    Dregana breathes fire into the ape's face while charging forward, but he bursts through it before grabbing her lower jaw and pushing her maw closed. With nowhere to escape to, the flames spew from her nostrils, and her eyes widen in surprise. In the same movement, the giant gorilla tackles the dragonkin and tries to wrestle her down. Her claws dig into his shoulders and draw blood, but he doesn't let go and forces her on her side. 

    Seeing that Dregana is in an unfavorable position, Hestia comes to her aid by launching a massive black lance at the forest god. She knows that it has no effect, but it may at least serve as a distraction. But the impact on his back doesn't even make him turn around, as he steps on the dragonkin's arm to hold it in check before raising his arms to bring them down on her chest. 

    Dregana snaps her head up and bites into the gorilla's left arm as it comes crashing down. Roaring from pain, he grabs her throat with his free hand and tries to force her away. When she doesn't let go, he punches her in the chest, causing her to screech in pain. However, she still holds on with her vise-like jaws while trashing to free herself from under her titanic opponent. 

    A dragon's scales and bones are nigh indestructible for both humans and demons, but this forest god might have the strength to damage them. It would appear that Ireyo realizes that fact as she suddenly dives forward and swings her sword by its chain to help Dregana. Exchanging a glance with each other, the rest of the expedition follows the rabbit demon into the battle. 

    Although the broken blade is almost as long as Rolan's replacement sword, it doesn't look like it could do much to hurt this gigantic gorilla's thick hide. But surprisingly, it cuts into his right arm and lodges itself into his skin. With a roar of anger rather than pain, he draws his arm back and pulls the rabbit demon along with her chain. She's flung through the air but refuses to let go. However, the sword frees itself from the momentum and sends her flying off. 

    Kamii and the others watch Ireyo perform an arc over the forest canopy but continue their charge. The titan is already back to battering Dregana, who whips her tail around without being able to reach her opponent. The demons and humans slow down with every further step toward the massive beast, realizing their size difference as they get closer. Looking up at the looming two-legged mountain, which makes even Zancrax look like a toddler, they understand the futility of fighting this calamity. 

    "Stop this fight!" Sigurd suddenly demands in a voice louder than anybody would have expected from him. To everybody's surprise, the titanic ape stops pounding away on Dregana and turns to look at the group of demons and humans. For a moment, everybody catches themselves cursing the bard for drawing this monster's attention toward them. But then, they feel ashamed for their cowardice despite the crisis; if not for Sigurd, the ape would have caved in the dragonkin's ribcage. 

    "We aren't here to fight!" Raising his arms and waving his feathered hat, the bard says this despite knowing that the ape most likely doesn't understand him. However, it appears to be directed at the others and Dregana, who grasps his intentions. She carefully opens her jaws and draws back while staring at the forest god with apprehensive eyes. 

    Lowering his fists, the titan glares at the bard for a long while. He then glances at Dregana, who remains on her back underneath him to show that she won't attack anymore. Snorting, the titan gets off of her and walks a few steps on two legs before falling forward on all fours. 

    He heads off into the jungle, pushing aside trees and breaking the undergrowth under his gigantic hands and feet. The expedition members realize that they have been holding their breath all this time. They sigh in relief, and the tension escapes them. 

    But suddenly, the titanic ape turns around to look at them one more time, causing the demons and humans to freeze up. His intelligent gaze sweeps across them and stops on Sigurd before he appears to nod in the direction he's heading. Then, he continues onward at a slow pace. 

    "It would seem that he is telling us to follow him." Sigurd asserts with an unsure expression and exchanges a glance with everyone, who only stare at him as if he lost his mind.

  


   
    Chapter 152 - Paradise Lost 

      

      

    The expedition gingerly follows the titanic ape deeper into the jungle on Sigurd's hunch. Dregana has returned to her human form and won't be able to transform for at least another day. They can't rely on her to hold their divine guide back if he decides to attack them after all. 

    But nothing of the kind happens, and shortly after the sun passes its apex, the titan leads them over a small mountain pass into a valley. Before them stands a massive stone wall well-hidden behind the dense jungle foliage. 

    An overgrown paved path, the stone slabs composing it now barely noticeable under the jungle's detritus, leads to half-open gates made of stone. The walls were built from perfectly cut rectangular stones but are now weather-worn and rounded. The forest god climbs over the wall, and a tremor signals that he's continuing on the other side. 

    Nobody speaks a word, and they instead head for the open gate. When they enter the gatehouse, countless ape-like faces carved into the ceiling and walls stare at them with laughing grimaces or somber glares. It's reminiscent of the reliefs of the fallen on the fortress wall in Ajurai. This must have been a city of the Rikshaksha before the calamity that turned them feral befell their civilization, and those faces must be what they used to look like. 

    Beyond the wall lies a valley well-hidden between the surrounding mountains. The remains of what was once a sprawling metropolis spread before them, now mostly reclaimed by the jungle. Trees break through the stone buildings, and the paved streets are cracked and overgrown with small plants. Yet, the overall radial layout is still discernible, as if still holding onto the bygone age of the Rikshaksha. 

    The titanic ape slowly lumbers down the street, ripping out some of the undergrowth in passing as if somewhat taking care of the legacy of the demons who built this city. But it's clear that he doesn't have the will or energy to do the same for the entire city. He continues toward the center of the valley, where a massive pyramid made from dark granite towers over all other buildings. An oversized throne stands on its flat top - doubtlessly built for the forest god. 

    "This is amazing." Gram comments while looking around. "Is an elven city similar to this?" 

    Although it looks like he isn't asking anybody in particular, the question is undoubtedly directed at Kamii and Daica. But they both ignore this stereotypical view of their people. Unlike their light-skinned cousins, dark elves are a nomadic people. They have never built a permanent settlement in their long history. Their perceived rarity stems from the fact that they go out of their way to avoid places where humans are active, with very few exceptions, such as Daica. 

    At least the big man knows that Runa grew up among humans, so he doesn't turn to her when the two dark elves give him the cold shoulder. 

    "What exactly are we looking for here?" Terog asks into the group. They found some ruins that could be the failed utopia the Stormcrow mentioned, but there are no signs of a moon, real or false. 

    "We'll see." The little dark elf replies and continues walking. Exchanging a look with Zancrax, the boar demon raises an eyebrow. Kamii has always been taciturn, so this is nothing new. 

    "Be prepared for an ambush." Hestia warns the expedition. She remains on edge, honing her senses to take in her surroundings. They're certain that the Stormcrow works for the false gods, so it's quite possible that they will be erased here to keep their secret. 

    As they walk down the main street, they find plenty of wild animals living in the ruins. They keep a respectful distance from the titanic ape, who approaches the stairs leading up the pyramid. The expedition watches him climb the steps to the top and sit down on his throne. He looks like a lonely king overlooking his fallen nation. 

    With an audible sigh, the titan closes his eyes and rests. His skin was cut up by Dregana's claws and teeth, and the battle took a lot out of him, so he must be tired. But the fact that he can do this before the demons and humans he led to this city means that he either trusts them enough not to attack him in his sleep or doesn't think they could hurt him either way. 

    "What now?" Ireyo asks with an impatient look around. The city is abandoned, and none of the birds perching on the derelict buildings are crows. If the Stormcrow or whoever controls her is watching them, they're doing it without being seen. 

    "Let us explore. Perhaps there are some clues to the false gods here." Sigurd uses his feathered hat to fan himself. The sun will set soon anyway, so they will stay here for the night. Given the state of the city, the building may collapse at any moment, so they'll have to camp outdoors. 

    "Make sure to stay away from him." Kamii points at the forest god sleeping on top of the pyramid with her cursed arm. Although he appears to be intelligent enough that they could reason with him through their actions, stepping near his throne might be a taboo. 

    Exchanging glances with each other, the demons and humans shrug with wry smiles. Not one of them would even consider approaching the titan after the overwhelming might he showed them earlier.  

      

    When the sun sets, and the light fades, the expedition reconvenes on the main road underneath a large tree. The members less interested in exploration have already set up the camp and made dinner. When the last light disappears from the night sky, everybody except for Sigurd is back. 

    "Anybody know where he is?" Gram asks around. According to Dregana, he was last seen walking off in the direction of the pyramid. None of the humans would run away at this juncture, so the demons didn't think of keeping an eye on them. 

    "He must have found something to make him forget the time." Rolan mutters while looking up at the slumbering titan. He hasn't moved since going to sleep earlier, so it's unlikely that he's responsible for Sigurd's delay. 

    "Plenty of wild animals around here." Terog states with a scoff while taking inventory of his equipment. There was no time to collect the throwing knives he used during their chase, and he must be running low on them. 

    "We should look for him." Kamii suggests, eliciting a roll of the Wanderer's eyes. The only human he cares about is the Chosen One, and only because he wants to deliver him to justice. As far as he has seen, the bard has no abilities that could have posed a threat to Queen Pelomyx, so he couldn't have had anything to do with her death. 

    But when the little dark elf gives him a meaningful glare, Terog understands that his expertise in tracking will be needed to find Sigurd. Sighing, he stashes his weapons and glances at the bubbling stew longingly. With the lack of a dense jungle canopy inside the city, this is the first in many days that the air doesn't feel muggy. He was looking forward to a hearty meal and a good night's rest. 

    "Stay here." Kamii gestures at everybody else, but Rolan quickly rises to his feet to join them. To Terog's surprise, she doesn't reprimand the hero and silently lets him come along. As they walk toward the pyramid, Rolan can feel Hestia's glare boring into his back, as if saying that she'll find him if he runs away. 

    As the trio walks down the main street, Terog sniffs the air once in a while to discern where Sigurd went. But as the dragonkin said, the trail leads them toward the throne of the titanic ape - or perhaps underneath it, inside the pyramid. 

    When they reach the bottom of its stairs, Kamii looks up to see the slowly breathing forest god as a silhouette against the darkened sky. No stars are out yet, but her measure of night vision allows her to discern his shape well. She can't even begin to imagine how long he must have been alone in this empty city. 

    "Over here." Terog, who has moved ahead, waves them over at the base of the massive pyramid. He gestures at a double-winged stone door that is open just enough for him to squeeze through. Apparently, Sigurd entered to explore this ancient temple despite the darkness. 

    "Should I call Runa?" Rolan wonders when he peeks into the impenetrable black interior. She can use fire magic to light their way. 

    "I got this." The Wanderer responds while picking up a nearby dry branch. He wraps a piece of cloth around it, then produces a small metal bottle from one of his many pockets and pours some of its contents over it. With a spark from a flintstone, he lights the torch, which burns a surprisingly bright white. When he sees Kamii and Rolan's amazed expressions, he winks. "Secret suhra recipe." 

    As they enter the black interior of the pyramid temple, they find themselves in a hall supported by thick pillars. No plants grow here, but due to the slightly ajar door, dirt has been blown inside over time and covers part of the floor near the entrance. Therefore, Sigurd's footprints are readily visible in it as the first to have disturbed it in however many decades or perhaps centuries. 

    They follow the footprints, with Terog taking point with his torch. He continues to sniff the air to ensure that they won't be ambushed by something lurking in the dark. But despite the perfect conditions inside the pyramid, not even bats hang from the ceiling. It's as if all wildlife is avoiding this place out of instinct. 

    Soon, Kamii's ears twitch when she picks up the sound of a lute echoing through the lonely halls of this fallen civilization. Moments later, Terog and Rolan hear it as well, and they exchange a look with their brows furrowed. It's undoubtedly Sigurd's handiwork, but the tune is one of lament. 

    As they continue onward, they find open double-winged doors with a soft white light shining from the room they lead to. That must be the main hall, located directly underneath the pyramid's apex on which the titanic ape is sleeping. When they peek inside, a shocking sight greets them. 

    Sigurd sits on the platform below a larger-than-life statue of a young woman while slowly strumming his lute. Everything is illuminated by a small sphere of light floating in front of him, as unmoving and steady as a star. He's looking down with his eyes half-closed, a streak of tears running down his cheek. 

    Kamii, Rolan, and Terog are captivated by the performance and keep listening without disturbing the bard. The little dark elf looks up at the statue to find that it looks decidedly human. It's made from a composite of different materials; gold for hair, marble for skin, alabaster for the long dress, and various other ornaments to give it a lifelike appearance. It would seem that the Rikshaksha worshipped this being as a deity. 

    "Thank you for listening until the end." When Sigurd finishes his song, he looks up and gives an almost ephemeral smile while softly wiping his tears. Kamii's eyes widen when he sees his face, then looks back up at the statue. There's an unmistakable resemblance. 

    "What are you doing here?" Rolan walks forward and asks his old companion. He glances at the floating light, which is unquestionably of a magical origin. 

    "I came to learn more about what may have transpired here, in Rikshakti." Sigurd gestures at his feet, where over a dozen stone tablets are piled against the foundation of the statue. Unlike everything else inside this main hall, they're loose and appear out of place. 

    "Did you find it?" As a Wanderer, Terog has the duty to walk as far as his feet carry him and bring back knowledge of the world to his people. Even though he has a rugged appearance and handles himself expertly in a fight, he's surprisingly a scholar at heart. 

    "This place is one more piece of evidence of the false gods' injustice." Strumming a sad tritone on his lute, he lets his gaze sweep through the hall. Terog and Rolan walk over and look at the stone tablets but furrow their brows. It's not only because they appear to have been carved hastily but also that the runes are in an unknown language. 

    "You can read this?" The suhra looks up with a skeptical expression. 

    "Explain." Kamii walks forward and demands from the bard. She points at the light floating next to Sigurd, then the tablet, and finally the statue that resembles him. 

    "Yes, it would appear now is the time to lay bare the truth." Looking up with his blue eyes, Sigurd returns the little dark elf's amethyst glare. He then shifts his gaze to Rolan, who stares at him in confusion. "About this city of Rikshakti, about this statue... and about this humble Sigurd Nurmi." 

    The bard gestures at the light with one hand, upon which it breaks apart into many tiny shards that spread across the hall. They swirl about the statue, dance up the richly ornamented pillars, and illuminate the countless writings and reliefs on the walls. In an instant, a mythical atmosphere fills the air. 

    Then, he starts to play a melancholic song on the lute before finally drawing a breath to begin his narration. 

      

    The story begins with Rikshakti, a city nation that came into existence two millennia ago. Its people were very human-like, with some features of apes. They had exceptional longevity and an exceedingly peaceful disposition and lived in harmony without a ruler or class differences. Furthermore, they had no army and never killed animals for food, living off the plenty of the land alone. 

    Their founding mother was the goddess Sidonia, who sought to create a utopia with no strife. Honoring that wish, the Rikshaksha never held any expansionist ambitions and sought only cultural exchange and trade of goods with neighboring civilizations. 

    Of course, plenty of threats existed outside of Rikshakti. Sidonia guided a forest god in the shape of a titanic ape named Gagan to the city and persuaded him into helping the Rikshaksha in their times of need. He became the only being in the entire city-state of Rikshakti that would resort to violence when necessary. Whenever something threatened the city's peace, he would appear from the surrounding jungles and repel it. 

    Over a millennium, the Rikshaksha lived in peace and prosperity and perfected their arts. Beautiful statues, murals, and reliefs marked the city wherever one looked. Elaborate dance and music filled the streets. Everybody shared equally, and there was no poverty. 

    Rikshakti had become as the goddess Sidonia had envisioned, and she contentedly set off to bring the same kind of happiness to the rest of the world. 

    However, disaster struck not long after she left. Recorded on the stone tablets at the foot of Sidonia's statue is the appearance of a false moon hanging low over the city for three days and three nights. On the fourth morning, the Rikshaksha were magically changed, and their minds were corrupted. For the first time, they felt the unfamiliar and all-consuming emotion of rage. 

    Anybody who did not fall to the corruption was killed and consumed by those who did. Blood flowed through the city like a river, and Gagan could only stand and watch in dread as the people tore each other apart. He understood that it was the false moon's fault, and he flung rocks and trees at it, to no avail. In the end, he let out an impotent roar as the city fell to ruin around him. 

    The records were written by several wounded Rikshaksha who had escaped into the main hall under the pyramid and tried to leave behind the truth for Sidonia to find, should she ever return. After many centuries, not even their bones remained. Still, the tablets are evidence of the atrocity that occurred that day under the false moon. 

      

    "False moon..." Rolan mutters, stricken by grief upon learning that the Rikshaksha they fought along the way had built such a peaceful civilization at one time. The Stormcrow spoke of a false moon as well, which can't be a coincidence. It's certain that it was a machination of the false gods. They were the ones who destroyed Rikshakti, be it out of spite or for sport. It was the same when they led the Chosen One into killing Queen Pelomyx and the Alliance into exterminating the demons. 

    "Who are you really?" Kamii asks while glaring at Sigurd. There's no question that the titanic ape above them is Gagan, and the statue behind the bard is the goddess Sidonia. But he hasn't talked about himself despite announcing earlier that he would. 

    "I am a child of Sidonia." Sigurd responds, confirming Kamii's suspicion. "You may know her under the names Belys or Lucerna, the Lady of Brilliance." 

    Everybody stares at the bard in utter confusion. Especially Kamii and Rolan search their memories to remember everything they went through together. The Lady of Brilliance is the goddess who brought light magic into this world. It explains how he can control the many shards of lights slowly gathering back together above him. 

    That would mean he knows light magic and that he could heal all kinds of wounds without sapping the recipient of their physical strength. He could have fought in any number of ways instead of using a crossbow. He wouldn't have had to face so many hardships during their journey. 

    "I know what you are thinking." Shaking his head, the bard states with a self-deprecating smile that is quite unlike his usual self. With a flourish, Sigurd makes the sphere of light turn into a flower. "This is as far as my magic expertise goes. Our mother's children we may be, but we do not inherit her powers." 

    "We?" Terog exchanges an almost nervous glance with Kamii at those words. 

    "Yes, I am but one of Sidonia's many children in this world - most of whom live out their entire lives without ever revealing their heritage." Sighing, the bard returns the flower of light to its spherical form. 

    "You're a god?" Rolan inquires, still shaken by this revelation. Even though they traveled together for such a long time, he never showed any signs of his heritage. 

    "Sidonia never claimed to be a goddess. Others started to call her that because of her deeds." Sigurd takes out a small book from his bag. It's a volume of the scripture of Belys, with a leather binding that is already faded from frequent handling. Rolan never knew that the bard had this, but judging by its looks, he must have read it often. "My mother told me that she was merely an ageless being from a bygone era. Even if people call her a goddess by the title of Lady of Brilliance, she has always been closer to the mortals in this world, human or otherwise, than to the false gods." 

    "Then what are the false gods?" Although his mind is already in a spiral of confusion, Rolan feels that he needs to know. 

    "Hey, hey, I have been with you all this time." Raising his hands with a wry smile, Sigurd implies that he can't know everything either. "This is only my conjecture, but they must be ageless beings much like Sidonia. Only that they use their ancient technology and vast knowledge for their personal amusement." 

    "And the Stormcrow, real or not, must be one of them too." Terog adds with a disdainful snort. "We've been played." 

    "... I have an idea about the Stormcrow." Rolan suddenly mutters and takes a long breath while looking down at the broken Roshanee glowing weakly in his hand. But in reality, he's gazing into himself to drag out the answer that he had buried in there when the thought first crossed his mind after Ajurai. "Regardless of whether she's an agent, projection, or disguise, the one behind her is..." 

    "Framtith." Kamii finishes his line of thought, causing the hero to look up at her with his mouth hanging open. But then he sighs as if a load was taken off his shoulders. The Stormcrow was there to send him to Arkaim, but it was Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow, who led him the last stretch to the chamber where he fought Demon Queen Pelomyx. 

    But then he remembers that there was more to it. Avilok, the Liberator of Souls, was hovering behind him like an omen of death, at which point he felt as if his actions were no longer his own. He raised Roshanee high before blanking out, and when he came back to his senses, Pelomyx was dead before him. 

    "Did you see when I cut down the demon queen?" Rolan asks Sigurd, but his eyes are focused on a point before him. Kamii and Terog glare at the Chosen One, but the bard raises a hand to interject before either of them can complain. 

    "A bolt of lightning came through the hole in the ceiling and struck Roshanee." Sigurd recalls, understanding what Rolan is asking about. "When you swung the Sword of Light, everybody was blinded. I never saw it connect with Queen Pelomyx." 

    "Are ya trying to wiggle out of ya responsibility for killing the queen?!" Terog points at the two humans in accusation. 

    "No, let them continue." Kamii clicks her crab pincer impatiently and orders the Wanderer to back off for now. "I want to hear their side, now that we know about the false gods." 

    "Perhaps we should return to the others. Surely, Runa and Gram can provide more insight as well." Sigurd suggests while glancing up at the sphere of light hovering above them. He then turns his head and looks up at the statue of Sidonia. "And they deserve to know the truth as well." 

    "Terog, bring them here." The little dark elf demands. "We can stay the night in here." 

    "Ever the pragmatist." With a shrug, the suhra warrior rekindles the torch he put out earlier. 

    "The statue won't mind." Kamii looks up at the face of Sidonia. For a moment, her gaze hangs on the Lady of Brilliance's beautiful countenance. A thought enters her mind, but she files it away as irrelevant for the time being. 

      

    When Sigurd repeated his story for the others, his audience met him with wonder and disbelief. Especially Runa and Gram are surprised that he could hide his identity for so long and ask him why he felt the need to do it in the first place. 

    "Because being the child of somebody of high status invites as many enemies as false friends." Hestia answers in his stead. She speaks from experience - one that nearly cost her her life. But without it, she would have never been at the Royal Academy and met Chloe. Her unfortunate high birth led to the most significant encounter in her life, so she won't complain about the hardships it caused her before then. 

    "And I was raised to find meaning in how I live my life, not in my heritage." The bard adds with a smile. Sidonia is like a selfless saint who works out of her conviction rather than for personal gain. It's only natural that children raised by her would follow her philosophy. 

    "So, you really are powerless?" Dregana asks with an eyebrow raised under her long crimson bangs. As a unique existence born from the taboo union of a dragonkin and a true dragon, she has inherited the best of both worlds. Thus, it stands to reason that the son of a being with powers akin to a goddess should have at least gained something from it. 

    "I would say that my skills with the ladies leave me anything but powerless." Sigurd winks at the dragonkin, who averts her gaze with the slightest hint of a blush. Hestia stares at Dregana and blinks her eyes in apparent confusion. The bard grows serious again and continues. "I believe my sense of time and direction, exceptional hearing, and my ability to see the truth behind falsehood all stem from my heritage." 

    "All things I had to learn." Senka comments while looking off to the side with a dissatisfied expression. Then she looks across the group with narrowed eyes. "And no 'while we're already sharing life stories, why not tell us yours' out of you." 

    Daica was about to ask but closes her mouth again. She found Senka in the storage room when she bought the store in Hovsgaerden over a decade ago, so even she doesn't know where the living doll girl came from. 

    "Back then, on the Bridge of Enleith, did you have something up your sleeve?" Gram asks the bard. He's referring to when they traveled through Rathgolim, the fallen kingdom of the dwarves, and were chased by the Graebern. Their queen was charging at him as he stayed behind to hold her back. If he's truly as powerless as he says, he would have died if Chloe had not brought down the bridge with her magic. 

    "I thought I could blind her when she was close enough and then run." Gesturing at the sphere of light hovering over the party even now, Sigurd replies with a self-deprecating smile. It lights up brightly for a moment, then fades back to its normal luminosity. 

    The big man stares at his old companion for a moment, unsure what to make of his attitude. To even attempt such an unreliable strategy in the face of death makes him a courageous fool. But it worked out for the best in the end because of Chloe's timely intervention. 

    They have her to thank for their survival that day, but Rolan repaid it by killing her mother. He takes the broken Roshanee from its hilt and gazes at its glow once again. Batamira suggested that he could reforge it, but he will carry this as a reminder of his sin. Even if he very well may have been under the spell of the false gods and not in control of his body and mind. 

    As the conversation surrounding Sigurd is slowly replaced by talk about the future of this expedition, the fallen hero glances up at the face of Sidonia. Her eyes are half-closed in a serene expression, and her hands are extended as if to show that she will receive all lost souls with no prejudice. Although she looks as young as Runa, her features exude a motherly aura befitting somebody who has given birth to and raised many children over a long time. 

    "So we're going to leave and head for Arkaim tomorrow?" Ireyo asks while maintaining her broken sword. Throughout their journey, she never missed a day doing this with the small kit she carries in a pouch on the back of her belt. She has a past with Demon King Aldeath, so going to the capital may be stirring unwanted memories in the rabbit demon. 

    "No, I'd like to search the ruins for more evidence of the false gods' involvement in the fall of this civilization." Senka asserts while looking at the pile of stone tablets. She knows that even with hard evidence, there's no way to break the false gods' hold over humanity. But she wants to learn what they did that could turn an entire peaceful civilization into bloodthirsty beasts. 

    "We can stay three days." Kamii makes the final decision. She's not too keen on remaining in this city for too long, regardless of what the Stormcrow foretold. "Get some sleep so you can start working early tomorrow." 

    "I don't need sleep. I need answers." Senka replies with her arms crossed. She doesn't need sleep regardless, and Kamii knows that fact. 

    "I meant everybody else. We'll be helping you." The little dark elf states as a matter of course. While Terog is certainly interested in learning as much as he can about the Rikshaksha before their fall, the others don't seem too thrilled about rummaging through the remains of a dead civilization. 

    "If Gagan lets us, that is." Gram points up toward the ceiling. 

    "I am sure he does not mind." Sigurd states with a smile. With his hearing, he can pick up Gagan's slow and steady heartbeat as he finds rest from his battle against Dregana. "He must have recognized Sidonia in me. Otherwise, he would not have led us here, and he would not be sleeping so soundly with no worry about us attacking him." 

    The bard's argument is sound, but everybody remembers the ferocity with which Gagan fought the dragonkin during the day. To both demons and humans, dragons are fearsome beings capable of single-handedly destroying entire cities. Dregana is on the level of one such dragon of legend but was still nearly killed by the titanic ape. 

    If he decided to attack them despite Sigurd's relation to Sidonia, nobody could stop him. 

    "We just have to avoid doing anything that would agitate him." Zancrax adds as if speaking from experience with wild animals. Nobody misses the irony of a minotaur talking about avoiding agitation. His people are known for losing control in battle, and despite his usual peaceful disposition, Zancrax is no different. 

    "We'll consult ya on that then." Terog pats the Exile's back, eliciting a snort from the towering minotaur. He understands that the Wanderer is being sarcastic with him. 

    The tense atmosphere between the Band of Fate and the Chosen One's party that has been permeating the expedition melts away under the statue of Sidonia. Gram and Terog can even be seen joking around, and Dregana appears to hang onto every one of Sigurd's words. Daica, Runa, and Ireyo are the type to stay at the edge of a conversation, but their expressions show that they're at ease. 

    Only Hestia's attitude shows that she has no intention of making friends with the person who killed Queen Pelomyx until they have irrefutable evidence that he didn't. For the time being, she watches from the sidelines, arms crossed and unamused. 

    Soon, sleep overcomes them one after the other. With Senka off to investigate, they put up a night watch and turn in for the day.

  


   
    Chapter 153 - Under The Steel Sky 

      

      

    The expedition awakens from a quaking that grips the entire pyramid. As they take their gear and quickly run outside, they find that Gagan has descended from his throne and is now walking down the main street toward the city wall. He must be going on patrol in the jungle even though the Rikshakti he used to protect no longer exists. 

    Watching the lonely titan climb over the wall, Kamii and the others get ready for their own work. Senka hasn't returned since she left at night, but she will doubtlessly be back without warning and surprise Runa. 

    Three days might not be enough to cover the entire city, which is roughly as big as Arkaim. Considering they don't even know what they should look out for, their search will most likely not bear any fruit. But nobody wants to think that the false gods sent them all this way as a practical joke. 

    "Shouldn't we leave today?" Daica asks her elder sister when everybody splits up into pairs. 

    "Maybe." Kamii states while walking down one of the overgrown side streets. She also doesn't want to find out what the false gods have planned for them, but coming all this way for nothing doesn't sit well with her. "Maybe we should even leave now." 

    "Then-" The big dark elf speaks up, but her elder sister raises a hand to stop her. 

    "But the Guide of Tomorrow mentioned Mahkotoh." Stopping and looking up at her younger sister, Kamii asserts. "Also, she predicted that we would come here. Would leaving now or in three days make any difference if she already knows what we're going to do?" 

    Daica has no answer to that more philosophical than practical question. If Framtith can genuinely see the future, it doesn't matter what they do; she will always know the outcome. 

    "If the flying island was a fake using technology rather than the powers of the gods, what else is fake?" Kamii continues to walk once more, and Daica follows her. The big dark elf isn't so sure about making such a sweeping statement about the false gods. Their powers are quite real to those without it, regardless of whether they're granted by technology or inborn ability. 

    "We don't know the extent of their technology. No mortal has ever made an island fly." Daica argues while looking up at the blue sky. The sun has barely risen over the surrounding mountains, but it promises to be another hot and humid day in the Kaanha jungle. "They might as well be gods compared to us." 

    Kamii doesn't reply to her younger sister's musings and thinks her own part. 

      

    Rolan and Runa are alone with each other for the first time in a long while. They're exploring Rikshaksha together, just the two of them, walking down the streets while holding hands. Although they're essentially the captives of Kamii and her party, the little dark elf has decided that he's unlikely to run away at this point. 

    Hestia doesn't seem to think that way as she circles above the city and watches their every move from the skies. For that reason, they can't duck into an alleyway or under a half-collapsed roof to let their passion run freely. 

    Runa studied under Alkupera - or rather a senior champion - for the better half of a summer. She was in his sanctum, the flying island that attacked Arkaim, for several moons. In all that time, she never even glimpsed any indication that rather than magic or the powers of the gods, there was ancient technology at work. 

    All Rolan can think about is the glass and metal tube in which Gelvath was transported out of Alkupera's sanctum toward Phoshand. If there are any hints in Rikshakti, they will most likely be anachronistic items that can survive the weathering of time. 

    "What are your thoughts about Alkupera?" Rolan asks while looking about. He never had a chance to talk to Runa about it one-on-one since they were always on the move, but this may be an opportunity as good as any. 

    "He is a benevolent and wise god." The half-elf responds in a neutral tone, causing the hero to turn around and stare at her. But when he sees her expression, he knows that there's more. "That's what I thought at the time, blinded by the dazzle of his sanctum." 

    She goes on to explain how the Curiosity Collectors, who are as much recruiters as they are kidnappers, paint a very accurate picture of what the Lord Creator really is like. Aside from his champions, he keeps a menagerie of demons and corrupted animals from around the world inside his sanctum. Predominantly rare mixed-blood races, such as half-human half-dark elves, are employed as servants for the champions living on the flying island. 

    During her time training with the batch of promising students collected from all around the human lands, Runa found that Alkupera values ability and originality over anything else. Mirroring his will, the instructors often expelled those found lacking either, regardless of their proficiency with magic. 

    Since her unique spells made her an exceptionally destructive force in battle, Runa was favored from the start. But of the three dozen people who were scouted roughly around the same time as she was, only two remained by the time the sanctum moved to attack Arkaim. 

    "But you saw him in that chamber that day." Runa looks up at Rolan with her brow furrowed. She's referring to the aftermath of the battle in Arkaim castle when he arrived to search for Queen Pelomyx's remains. His attitude spoke volumes about his priorities. 

    "Even back then, I already had doubts about the gods." The fallen hero admits while looking up into the sky. "Framtith, Alkupera, even the others who appeared in the sanctum. They all seemed less like the gods that I learned of since I was old enough to understand words." 

    "They looked fallible, like humans." The half-elf goes on to complete his thought. "Their speech may sound refined, and they employ the right amount of theatrics to sway the people..." 

    "But they sometimes let their ugliness slip." Rolan adds with a shake of his head. He then looks at Runa with a wry smile; they're on the same page even without speaking. "Well, now we know why." 

    "False gods... that begs the question if there are real ones out there." With a sigh, the half-elf looks up at the sky as if hoping a spontaneous answer will fall from it. 

    Rolan leaves his next thought unspoken and merely gives her a sad smile. At this point, he wants to know whether those false gods can be killed rather than learn that there are real ones who could be as awful as the fakes. Runa squeezes his hand right at that moment as if to say that she thinks the same. 

      

    "These murals speak of Sidonia's moral precepts. By following them, the Rikshaksha achieved a utopia of peace and equality." Sigurd explains while directing his light across the wall in a chamber behind the main hall. Protected from sunlight and the elements, the color is still as vivid as it must have been the day it was painted. 

    Dregana is with the bard, silently staring at him and listening to his explanations intently. She doesn't show much emotion on her stern face, and her low-hanging bangs give her a mean look. However, Sigurd can tell that she's genuinely interested in gaining new knowledge. After all, she used to be a magic instructor at the Royal Academy. 

    As the only person in the expedition who can read the Rikshaksha writing, the bard is searching the pyramid for secret rooms and passages. Much like the tablets in the main hall, other survivors could have hidden away and left behind more accounts of the calamity before their end. Dregana surprisingly volunteered to stay with him and has been hanging onto every word of his since. 

    "To me, all of these sound like common sense. Most are law in the Kingdom of Lares. Yet, why do strife and inequality exist there when it did not here?" Sigurd glances across the precepts and shakes his head. He understands that living beings all have different wants and needs. But according to these passages, the Rikshaksha felt neither gluttony nor did they have a need for greed. They shared the plenty provided by the land so that nobody had to go hungry, and their sense of value was not as shallow as hoarding objects. 

    "Because the goddess was watching over them directly." Dregana asserts, her golden eyes staring into Sigurd's with an unwavering intensity. Her answer, which sounds so simple but is unexpectedly profound, leaves the bard lost for words. 

    He has heard from many accounts that Vertex Mundia, the capital of the Empire of Terminus, has unwavering public order. It can be attributed to the imperial palace, an extensive white fortress of prodigious size towering over the city like a watchful protector. It is also known as a place for the imperial family to commune with Taivass, Lord of the Sky. 

    Not a single mortal would dare to commit crimes under the eyes of their principal god himself. But whereas Sidonia's precepts stand for equality and peace, Taivass promotes martial might and academic excellence. As such, the nobles and the wealthy, who can afford the best training and education, rule supreme in Vertex Mundia. 

    Maybe Sidonia's presence lulled the Rikshaksha into tranquility, as much as the watchful eyes of Taivass rouses the people of the empire to strive for greater heights at the expense of equality. 

    "I cannot say which is better. But I would rather have a world under Sidonia than under Taivass." Sigurd decides with a shake of his head. Then he speaks in a more uplifting tone. "After all, my mother promotes free love, no matter the race, social standing, gender, or age." 

    Dregana blinks her eyes a few times, then averts her gaze. The bard doesn't think anything about her reaction and returns to analyzing the writings on the walls. But the dragonkin stares at him and considers to herself that Sidonia's teachings are a wonderful thing after all. 

      

    Terog and Ireyo, the daredevils that they are, climb toward the top of the pyramid to search around Gagan's throne in his absence. They already looked around the base of the pyramid but realized that they most likely won't find anything in this city no matter how much they try. The stone tablets carved by the few wounded who made it into the main hall were an incredibly lucky find. Still, given how they only mentioned the false moon, it's unlikely that the false gods left anything behind. And if they did, the sole survivor of the calamity may have gathered those things in the one place he returns to every day. 

    "I've been meaning to ask, Master Ireyo." In their silent ascent, Terog finally strikes up a conversation. He decides that they may have gotten close enough that he can broach what is clearly a sensitive topic. Although he has known the rabbit demon for a long time, he had never been bothered by it until they started traveling together. "That sword..." 

    "It's Destiny." Ireyo answers before the boar demon can finish his question. Everybody in the Dominion knew that name at one time, but the generation born during Queen Pelomyx's reign may not. Still, she's sure that the Wanderer does. 

    "... so ya were the one who made it?" Terog asks, awestruck. This gigantic broken sword that Ireyo wields, even though a smaller and more effective weapon would better suit her diminutive size, is steeped in history. 

    Destiny was Aldeath's sword, named for when he first started to walk the path toward sovereignty. It could cut through even the runic armors of the Electi and Chosen Knights when it used to be whole, something not even ajura weapons can. The blade broke when it was raised to block a strike from Emperor Lucianus IV, which ultimately cost the demon king his life. If it hadn't given way, King Aldeath would still be alive now. 

    At least that's what Ireyo keeps telling herself. While those who witnessed the battle at the time might disagree, Terog can't do so as someone born after these historical events. The Master Smith carries Aldeath's broken Destiny until a worthy successor appears one day. Then, she will reforge it and offer it - and her services - to them in atonement for her lacking craftsmanship in the past. In Phoshand, she thought Gelvath could have been the one, but the hero of humanity put an end to her chance at redemption. 

    Grinding her teeth upon remembering that fact, Ireyo turns around to look across the city as if hoping to find Rolan and shoot him a death glare. 

    "How old are ya really?" Terog feels compelled to ask. He knows that Aldeath started his conquest in his thirties. That means Ireyo would have to be over five centuries old to have already been a master of her craft at the time. 

    "Time blends together when you have lived as long as I." The rabbit demon responds mysteriously and continues to climb the stairs. It's not that she wants to hide it, but she honestly doesn't remember. "But I believe few in the Dominion today are older than me." 

    Terog can't even imagine the timeframe she lived through. For the suhra, who have been able to see over sixty winters due to Queen Pelomyx's powerful blessing, a century used to be history rather than merely a past generation. With her gone, who knows how old he will get if he doesn't die in battle before then. 

    "Why didn't ya give it to Queen Pelomyx?" The Wanderer wonders, not putting much meaning in his question. It's interesting to consider the possibilities, but that's all there is to musing about the past. 

    "I offered my services or my head for my failure, but she had no need for either." Ireyo steps onto the platform at the top of the pyramid and remarks with a look back across the city. Her red eyes peer into the distance, beyond the mountains and the steppes, as if staring directly at Arkaim. "She merely told me to do better in the future." 

    Terog watches the rabbit demon, unable to say any more. It's clear that he opened old wounds with his questioning, but he realizes that sharing her story may have eased the weight in Ireyo's heart ever so slightly. 

      

    As the two largest members of the expedition, Zancrax and Gram were damned to search the streets of Rikshakti to avoid collapsing any of the overgrown buildings. Although the Exile is a taciturn person, the big man's outgoing personality soon compels him into a conversation. They hit it off immediately. 

    It's difficult for humans and demons to put their differences aside when they never meet for dialogue. But when Zancrax learns of Gram's past with a corrupted beast, he feels the urge to tell the big man about himself in return. 

    "I was exiled for killing my father, the chieftain, and many of his retainers." The minotaur begins while stomping down the paved street and pushing aside vines hanging from the trees bursting out of the surrounding buildings. "I was young and drunk on the power I was merely born with. It's a blessing, much like that of the two dark elves." 

    Gram stares up at the bull demon with widened eyes. He knows that the demons consider the corruption that Queen Pelomyx spread across the world a blessing. Those with short lifespans began to live longer, and others gained new powers. However, this is the first time the big man has heard about a demon with what humans call a curse. 

    "Haven't you ever wondered why I wear this?" Patting the granite breastplate, Zancrax demonstrates that it's as real as it looks. "Minotaurs wear heavy armor in war. But never like this." 

    Even people of the Kingdom of Lares, usually too far on the other side of Mundia to join the Alliance in their wars against the Dominion, have heard of the various demon races that instill more fear than others. Much like the bulls they resemble, minotaurs have the strength and stamina to carry heavy loads and remain mobile. Their massed charge is said to be nigh unstoppable. 

    "This is my prison, to remind me of the sin I committed." Zancrax knocks on his breastplate again. The dull sound is reminiscent of hitting a stone wall with one's knuckles. 

    "Where I'm from, you're put in a prison - it's not put around you." Gram replies jokingly, and Zancrax chuckles. The big man understands that this heavy armor must be part of minotaur culture, but he can't stop himself from making such a quip. 

    "I was the one who put it on myself." The bull demon states while glancing around. "It's to suppress this power I took too much pride in." 

    "What is it?" The big man was already interested when Zancrax mentioned a blessing the first time but felt that he shouldn't dig deeper. But the minotaur appears willing to speak of it himself now, so he can't help but ask. 

    "The day I take it off is when I do right by my people." Zancrax points at the circular metal plate in the center of his breastplate. Bands of steel extend toward the pauldrons and cuisses, seemingly serving no immediately perceivable purpose. But Gram guesses that it may contain a mechanism that releases the armor and frees the minotaur of his prison. "Without it, I-" 

    Right when he's about to explain the power of his blessing, the land around them grows dark all of a sudden. When the two look up at the sky, the moon appears to have pushed itself in front of the sun without warning. But it's clear that this isn't a natural phenomenon because it happened way too fast. 

    Gram exchanges a silent glance with Zancrax in the almost night-like darkness. Then they quickly run back toward the pyramid at the center of Rikshakti. 

      

    The surrounding land is steeped in the dark of the night, even as the distant sky is as blue as it was only moments ago. The expedition has gathered back at the foot of the pyramid and peers up at the ominous phenomenon. 

    "That's no moon." Ireyo mutters in a grave tone. "That's a construct." 

    "Of course it is." Senka suddenly appears in their midst and states in a sarcastic tone. Runa suppresses the urge to shriek in surprise; she still can't get used to the living doll doing this. Everybody else keeps staring up at the darkened sky. "It's not actually as big as a moon." 

    "And it is coming closer." Hestia lands next to them and folds her black wings. 

    Soon, they can see that the shadow is a massive gray sphere made of steel rather than stone. Despite its silent mode of floating, everybody senses a droning in their ears and feels pressure on their skin. It's as if the sphere's overbearing presence itself is pushing down on them like heavy rain. 

    "Alkupera's construct." Kamii adds to Ireyo's earlier assessment. It's bigger than the flying island that attacked Arkaim, but she can imagine that this is nothing more than another one of his technological terrors. Surely, it's filled with humans and demons that have been turned into the mindless drones that operated the underbelly of his last one. 

    "The false moon, the Calamity of Rikshakti." Sigurd states with a rare grim look on his face. It's undoubtedly the same machine that loomed over the city of the Rikshaksha and turned them into feral monsters. 

    Suddenly, a roar from the jungle blasts over them like a physical shockwave. Gagan climbs over the wall and runs down the main street toward the pyramid, a furious expression on his face. He recognizes this flying sphere as the thing that caused the downfall of the people he was sworn to protect so long ago. Even if he doesn't know why it returned to the ruins of this once beautiful civilization, he understands that this may be the last chance for him to get revenge. 

    Along the way, he rips a tree growing from one of the buildings, twists the branches off the trunk in one swift motion, then throws it like a javelin. The massive projectile flies into the sky but soon reaches its apex and falls back down into the jungle beyond the city. Even after reaching such an altitude, it was still far from touching the approaching sphere. 

    "I cannot even tell how big it really is." Hestia looks left and right for reference points she could use, but there is nothing but the looming sphere blocking the sun completely. Then, her eyes widen when it breaks through a few bands of clouds in its path. She knows how high in the sky the clouds are, so the sheer size of this construct must be staggering. 

    The expedition quickly makes way when Gagan charges past them and climbs up toward the pyramid's apex. When he reaches the top, he raises his arms and lets out a deafening roar of frustration toward the steel sky. It's a sad sight to see such a powerful being so impotent against the power of the false gods. 

    Three small, arrowhead-like flying objects appear from behind the gray sphere and quickly approach the city. Unlike the false moon, these do make a humming sound that's audible all the way on the ground. Exchanging glances with each other, the expedition members prepare for an aerial assault. 

    However, the arrows come around in formation and aim for Gagan. The titanic ape grabs a rock from next to his throne and crushes them in his hands before throwing them at the enemies. The projectiles cut through the air but are easily avoided as the flying arrowheads split left and right. 

    "W-what are those?" Daica wonders, her crossbow raised while gauging the distance. She knows that the weak draw weight of her weapon won't propel the bolts far enough to reach the enemy. 

    "I'd call them fighter aircraft." Senka pieces the words together in Imperian, a cynical half-smile on her stitched cheeks. She then mutters to herself, quieter. "This is scraping close to a copyright strike..." 

    Her last words are drowned out by the noise of the fighter aircraft speeding past the pyramid as if to take a closer look at Gagan. Hestia exchanges an uncomfortable glance with Dregana; that's a speed neither of them could ever reach, even when using wind magic. 

    As they come around in a wide turn, the titanic ape throws another handful of rocks which are easily dodged. The fighter aircraft get back in formation and unleash a barrage of glowing projectiles at the forest god. They hit him across the chest but scatter on his skin, with some ricocheting across the pyramid and ripping apart even stone. 

    "We need to get out of here!" Terog shouts when he sees the devastating power of the projectiles. The expedition quickly runs down the main street to avoid being caught up in Gagan and the fighter aircraft's battle - although the latter only hit and run while avoiding retaliation. 

    Realizing that he's exposed on top of the pyramid, the titan slides down its side to escape into the city. Of course, his size means that he can only run down the main street toward the expedition. The fighters immediately chase after him and shoot their glowing projectiles at his back. Most are unable to scratch him, but some appear to penetrate his skin after all. 

    Crying out in pain, Gagan suddenly uproots a tree and jumps up into the air. One of the enemies is too slow to dodge and is swiped out of the sky with the tree crown. One part on top of the aircraft flies off, and something shoots out before the spinning remains fall into the city and explode into a ball of fire a few streets over. 

    Then, the titanic ape nearly tramples the expedition as he continues down the main street. Meanwhile, the two remaining fighters fly in a large circle to come about for another attack run. The demons and humans pressing themselves into alcoves and against the building walls breathe a sigh of relief at the short reprieve and look up. 

    Kamii spots whatever separated from the downed aircraft and finds that it's a man in a dark gray bodysuit with his head covered in a reflective black helmet. A backpack spewing blue flames is fastened to his suit, which appears to allow him to hover up toward the false moon. His body language suggests that he wishes he could move faster. 

    "Capture him!" The little dark elf points up and hastily orders Hestia. That man is most likely a champion of Alkupera, so he should know more about the steel sphere looming over the city. 

    In a burst of wind, the fallen Fata takes off and flies after the escaping man, who notices her approach. He takes something from a holster on his thigh, but Hestia instantly erects a shield of darkness before her. 

    Arrows of light emerge from the small tool in the champion's hand and go right through Hestia's shield. However, be it out of pure luck or lousy aim, none so much as graze her. She then throws a spear of darkness, which rips through the man's weapon and the hand holding it before exiting from his elbow. 

    "What was that?" Terog asks as he watches the broken pieces of the weapon and severed fingers rain down from the screaming man. Hestia grabs him by the throat and forces him down toward the ground in a steep dive. 

    "That's a gun. The vilest thing ever invented." Senka comments in a grim tone, spitting out the words with a hint of disgust. The fact that her sarcastic attitude has disappeared without a trace shows that she feels strongly about this. "It would seem that the false gods no longer care about keeping up appearances." 

    When she heard from Kamii and Daica that the interior of Alkupera's sanctum was filled with strange metal and tube contraptions, she already knew that the false gods must be using ancient advanced technology. But this massive sphere of steel, the fighter aircraft, and now energy guns - they all point to production capabilities rather than scavenged goods. 

    Before crashing into the ground, Hestia slows her fall with a mighty beat of her wings. The man in her grip is whipped about helplessly before she drops him like a dead weight. Falling to his knees, he holds the mangled stump of his right forearm, but Kamii is already upon him and grips his helmet with her pincer. 

    "Wait!" He screams, thinking that she wants to crush his head, but she plants a foot on his chest and pulls off his helmet, revealing a man with short brown hair and light brown eyes. It's the typical appearance of a human from the Empire of Terminus. 

    "Is Alkupera up there?" The little dark elf demands to know while crushing the helmet in her grip to emphasize that the next thing to pop will be his head if he doesn't respond. 

    "Yes! Yes, he's up there! Please help me!" Raising his arm, the man pleads in pain and terror. 

    "How do we get up there?" Rolan walks forward and asks. The man's eyes widen when he sees the Chosen One who turned deserter, but he's in too much pain to care about such matters. 

    "My jetpack. But you destroyed the helmet to control it." He explains, causing everybody to stare at Kamii. The little dark elf looks at the crushed remains of the black helmet on the ground, then glances around without turning her head. Nobody dares to say a word, but they must be all thinking the same thing. The moment passes when the pilot's screams pull them back to the situation at hand. "Please, heal me!" 

    The man turns to Hestia and implores her, doubtlessly knowing that she's the infamous corrupted Fata. The latter glances at Kamii, who gives her the faintest of nods as if to make up for her earlier mistake. It's not that Hestia is waiting for her order but instead wants to see if the self-proclaimed leader still has any uses for him. She would have killed him after learning that this so-called jetpack can't be used anymore. 

    Speaking the incantation in the silent voice of Fatas, darkness wraps around the man's arm and closes the wounds. However, it doesn't return the lost parts of his forearm, leaving him with nothing more than a mangled stump. Even the most potent light magic can't restore what the body can't grow back naturally. 

    As Senka gets to work on the prisoner, Gagan continues to run around the city while being harried by the two remaining fighter aircraft. Now that they know he has the reflexes and speed to hit them, they're keeping their distance and avoid getting too close. As rocks and trees fly across the city, the doll girl learns from the downed pilot that there's an entire army inside the false moon above them. 

    The titanic ape roars triumphantly as the scattered rocks he threw hit one of the aircraft's wings. It begins to trail smoke behind itself and stalls, compelling the pilot to eject as his wingman did earlier. But Gagan is there this time and catches him before he can activate his jetpack to fly up. 

    Seeing the man being crushed in the forest god's hand, the pilot in the last fighter aircraft decides to veer off and flies back toward the false moon. The first assault, however meager, has been beaten back for now. But part of the city is in flames from the two exploded wreckages, and Gagan is breathing hard from the exertion. Blood trickles down his back and flanks where the shots from the enemy penetrated his skin, but he appears more enraged than hurt. Still, he won't be able to continue this for too long. 

    The titanic ape glares up at the steel sphere while catching his breath. Soon, the only sound across the city is the crackling of the fires and the odd pressure on one's ears that weighs on everybody. The expedition discusses how they could assault the false moon instead of waiting for the enemies to come to them. 

    Suddenly, Gagan roars in agitation, and everybody looks up. A much larger aircraft, flanked by eight more fighters, rounds the steel sphere and heads toward the expedition instead of Rikshakti's protector god. 

    "I have a bad feeling about this." Gram comments as he readies his shield. 

    "That's a transport." Senka explains while pointing at the large craft in the center of the formation. Nobody questions why she knows, and they instead prepare for battle even while knowing that they stand no chance against the advanced technology of the false gods. 

    The handgun the man wielded ignored Hestia's magic shield, and the bigger weapons on the fighter aircraft could penetrate Gagan's skin - the same that shrugged off the Fata's massive lance of darkness. All they can hope for is a preemptive strike that leaves the enemy no time to shoot. 

    "Hide." Kamii gives the order, and everybody scatters into the surrounding buildings and overgrown alleyways. She doesn't doubt for a moment that the goons of the false gods have tools to detect them, but at least they will have some cover behind wood and stone instead of standing out in the open. 

    However, the eight fighters soon separate from the transport craft as Gagan charges to attack them. The titan's roar and the enemy's shots are drowned out by the noise from the large vessel approaching where the expedition is hiding. 

    Kamii peeks out from between the leaves covering the doorway she's ducking behind to find that it's about to land only a few dozen paces down the main street. She looks over to where her sister is hiding, who has her crossbow prepared with an explosive vial on the nocked bolt. When she sees an opening, she will take the shot. 

    Rolan and Terog are unfortunately farther away from the landing spot, but Dregana is close enough to run forward and pounce while turning into her dragon form. She's glancing toward where Hestia is hiding, waiting for her signal. But the Fata shakes her head because she believes that the dragonkin would most likely be gunned down by the same weapons that could hurt Gagan. 

    When the transport ship touches down with four legs emerging from its hull, its front opens like a giant maw to reveal several dozen soldiers in shiny black armor. They wield what appear to be crossbows without limbs and a string, so it's safe to say that those are more powerful versions of the pilot's handgun. 

    As the soldiers line up and form a perimeter outside the transport, two more people looking wholly out of place among the technologically advanced soldiers emerge from inside. While Rolan and his party are surprised to see the shorter person walking in front, Kamii and her companions stare at the towering figure in the back in utter shock. 

    "Cassia..." Rolan mutters when he sees the Knight of the Piercing Steel in her hallmark silver dress. Her brow is furrowed, ruining her otherwise beautiful face with an expression of anger and hatred. 

    "How is he alive?" Terog hisses when he sees the unmistakable frame and tan skin of Isidor, the Unassailable Knight. However, his head that Kamii's cursed arm unquestionably caved in is covered in a reflective chrome helmet that lacks any viewing slits. 

    Can the false gods bring back the dead?

  


   
    Chapter 154 - Wings of Freedom 

      

      

    "Come out!" Cassia roars in an aggressive, challenging tone. Of course, she doesn't expect the demons and humans to follow her demand. Instead, she immediately raises a hand in a silent order, upon which the soldiers in black armor move out to search the surroundings. 

    "Those are bad news." Senka comments next to Kamii. The doll girl knows and understands many things nobody has ever seen before at a glance. Therefore, when she makes a judgment like this, the little dark elf can trust that these black soldiers are indeed dangerous. 

    "What do we do, boss?" Zancrax peeks in from a hole in the wall behind her. He's too large to enter a house, so he ducked into the alleyway next to her hiding place. 

    "We can't rush at them. They have those gun things." Mirroring Hestia's earlier decision to keep Dregana back, Kamii points at the black weapons the enemy soldiers are wielding. 

    "Come out. If you do, they won't shoot you. I want to slowly torture you to death for what you did to my dear brother." Cassia declares, her arms crossed as if awaiting an immediate reaction to her unbelievable words. While her tone and manners are still within the realm of the normal, there's a hint of madness in her eyes. Judging by the fact that the resurrected Isidor, always so boastful and loud-mouthed in life, hasn't uttered a single word so far, it's clear that he may no longer be the same person inside. 

    Daica realizes that the chrome helmet must be hiding the mechanical parts replacing most of Isidor's formerly crushed skull, much like in the mindless drones in Alkupera's sanctum. Cassia may have learned the truth about the false gods but doesn't care about the details as long as she can exact her revenge. 

    Suddenly, a fighter aircraft spewing flames and trailing smoke flies past them and comes down on the main street a distance away. The explosion generates a shockwave that travels down the road and reaches Cassia in the form of a gust that whips her silver dress and long blonde hair about. 

    Gagan's roar approaches their position, accompanied by the sounds of the aircraft guns chasing him and hitting the city around him instead. With seven more fighters, the titanic ape will be overwhelmed. And even if he wins this round, there must be plenty more inside the false moon looming overhead. 

    Kamii looks across the street and gives Rolan a meaningful look. They've challenged the Lost Tombs in Kongenssoevn and fought side by side many times, so they can somewhat communicate with gestures alone. She's signaling that they should try to get Gagan's help in this situation by ridding him of his enemies first. 

    Rolan exchanges a few words with Runa by his side while Kamii signals Daica to get ready to lay down a smokescreen. Hestia reads her gestures and conveys them to Dregana further down the line. But the soldiers in black are coming closer with every passing moment, and they will surely open fire if the expedition members don't give in to Cassia's ultimatum. 

    "We're here." Kamii walks out from her hiding spot and declares fearlessly once everybody in the expedition is on the same page. Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax come forward as well, but everybody else remains in hiding. Cassia raises a hand to stop the soldiers from opening fire on the little dark elf and her three companions. 

    "So you're the cursed creature called Kamii. Lady Precanta has told me about you." She speaks in a sardonic tone. "I hear you're the lover of the Dominion's princess." 

    Kamii's expression doesn't change, but the mention of Precanta, the empire's name for Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow, causes her heart rate to increase. The steel sphere in the sky is doubtlessly Alkupera's, but if Framtith is here, they would have to face two false gods at once. 

    "I'm looking forward to seeing her reaction when I have her in chains before me and tell her that I tore you limb from limb." Cassia's madness surfaces when she steps forward while declaring her intentions. The fact that she doesn't address the presence of the others shows that Framtith must have told her that Kamii's cursed arm delivered the final blow. 

    "We killed him once. We can do it again." The little dark elf states in a matter-of-fact tone while pointing her pincer at the silent Isidor. "Are you stronger than him?" 

    Something in Cassia snaps at those words, but before she can do anything, a beam of light shoots up from the rooftop of a nearby house. It sweeps across the sky like a gigantic sword, cutting through three of the remaining seven fighter aircraft chasing Gagan across the city before disappearing. The pilots don't even have enough time to eject as their vessels explode in midair. 

    At the same time, Hestia flies up in a burst of air and throws an array of spirit spears that rip through one more aircraft before the other three complete their change of direction. They come straight for the black-winged Fata, who quickly descends to the safety of the buildings below. 

    However, before they're in the correct alignment to shoot at her, Gagan throws a handful of rocks into their path. Two can dodge in time, but the third flies right through the rain of projectiles and is ripped to shreds in midair. 

    But after losing their comrades in quick succession, the last two pilots decide that they need reinforcements and break off to return to the false moon. Gagan throws another handful of rocks after them for good measure, knowing that they won't hit. Right then, Sigurd appears on one of the rooftops and calls out to him. 

    "Over here, oh great protector of Rikshakti!" The bard's enhanced voice carries across the city, reaching the titanic ape's ears and compelling him to turn toward him. 

    "Tactics befitting of cowards." Cassia raises a hand and orders the soldiers in black to shoot at Sigurd. But Gram appears behind the bard and raises his shield to block the shots. 

    "No, that won't-" Senka shouts from her hiding spot. 

    Before the enemy can shoot, Dregana lunges out from a window and transforms into her dragon form in a burst of flames. She crushes several armored soldiers under her massive body and breathes a wave of fire at the others just as they turn toward her. 

    However, it would appear that their armor is heat-resistant, as the soldiers emerge from the flames unscathed and unload their energy weapons at the dragonkin. Surprisingly, the shots bounce off her scales without doing any harm, and she charges toward Cassia and Isidor while barreling through the enemy soldiers. 

    The Knight of Piercing Steel bends backward and performs a side kick. She seemingly throws her entire weight into it, and from the ground next to her, a massive steel spike shoots up parallel to her leg. It nearly impales Dregana through her open maw, but she dodges just in time. Still, the tip scrapes along her neck and generates sparks on her scales. 

    Isidor runs along the spike, jumps off it, and throws a haymaker at the dragonkin's head. The impact whips her neck around and slams her head-first into a nearby house. Even if her scales are as hard as steel, that impact must have shaken her brain. 

    Gagan roars as he approaches their position, but Cassia raises a hand to direct Isidor's attention there. The latter wordlessly leaps onto a nearby house and lets out a strange synthetic noise from inside his chrome helmet. It causes the titanic ape to hold his ears in pain out of pure reflex. He then trips from the sudden loss of support from his arms and barrels through a stone wall before coming to a stop inside the collapsing building. 

    Everybody else appears unaffected, so maybe Alkupera gave Isidor a tool specifically for defeating the protector god of Rikshakti. Kamii already suspected that the false gods sent the expedition to this city to kill them, but this level of preparation is the final confirmation. 

    Runa hesitates to use her plasma magic on either of the two Chosen Knights because she remembers their time together in the Alliance army. She exchanges a look with Gram and Sigurd, who appear to have similar apprehensions. After all, the champions are nothing more than people brainwashed by the false gods. 

    But Hestia has no sympathy for those who attack them and throws a dark spirit spear at Cassia. The Chosen Knight stomps the ground with her steel stiletto heel, and several giant spikes rise from beside her that block the spell. Despite what her name suggests, she combines both offense and defense with her unique magic. 

    In the time that she has staved off Dregana and Hestia's attacks, Kamii, Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax have bridged the distance to her. The soldiers in black who avoided the dragonkin's onslaught get back on their feet and aim their guns at the Band of Fate, but something zooms through their ranks and cuts the weapons apart. Rolan appears with his replacement sword in hand a short distance behind them, but the blade looks chipped and ready to break. It would seem that even ajura craftsmanship doesn't hold a candle to false god technology. 

    Zancrax throws the disarmed soldiers left and right and runs straight for Cassia. The boar demon throws a volley of knives from behind the minotaur, but the Chosen Knight dodges them nimbly while performing a roundhouse kick. From the ground next to Terog, a spike emerges that would have impaled him if Ireyo didn't trip him at the last moment. 

    The rabbit demon throws Destiny by the chain at the same time, but Cassia raises her leg high, not caring that she's exposing her nethers before everybody. Bringing her heel down in a perfectly-timed ax kick, she catches the broken sword and rams it into the ground. Her steel magic activates, and a spike emerges from underneath the rabbit demon's feet. The latter rolls sideways and barely avoids being impaled from below. 

    Rolan wants to help even with his sword near its breaking point, but he notices the rattled soldiers in black standing back up and drawing daggers that glow red hot. They aim for Terog and the disarmed Ireyo, so he quickly gets between them and raises his mangled weapon. 

    Finally, Zancrax lowers his center of gravity and goes into a full charge, hoping to crush through whatever attacks or defenses Cassia puts up. But only three steps before he reaches her, Isidor rams into him from the side and directs him straight into Dregana as she gets back up from her earlier knockout. The collision knocks them both into a building that crumbles from the impact. 

    To Cassia's surprise, Kamii appears to have gotten close to her from her blind spot while she was dealing with the three demons. The little dark elf realizes that she has been spotted before getting in range to use her dagger, so she grabs the Chosen Knight's leg with her crab pincer instead. She lifts the woman off the ground with unexpected strength and swings her into her own wall of spikes. But Cassia wouldn't be a champion of the gods if she didn't have quick reflexes. She makes her spikes disappear before she hits them. 

    Kamii loses her balance when she overswings Cassia and quickly lets go before she trips. Instead, the Chosen Knight is thrown into Isidor's arms, who catches her and sets her down softly. He's rewarded with a heel to his shin as if reprimanding him for letting anybody get so close to her. Although Cassia's unique magic affinity has both offensive and defensive capabilities, her brother is the Unassailable Knight - a shield to her spear. 

    Isidor doesn't react, and with the chrome helmet covering his face, one can't tell if he's even thinking about anything. But when Gagan stands up beyond the row of houses, he immediately lets out his synthetic noise that incapacitates the titan once more. 

    Cassia kicks in Kamii's direction, causing the little dark elf to dodge to the side even before the steel spike emerges from the ground. She runs forward with her crab pincer held behind her and the dagger in front. Isidor steps into her path, but the little dark elf fearlessly continues onward because she saw a movement from the corner of her eyes. 

    Dregana's tail whips around and hits the Unassailable Knight in the shoulder, propelling him into a nearby house. Ducking under the thick tail, Kamii reaches Cassia but notices in time that the latter has raised her leg to stomp down. 

    Breaking through the black soldiers with Rolan's help, Terog throws a volley of knives at Cassia to distract her. It forces her to raise a barrier rather than attack the little dark elf with her magic. Instead, she performs a regular sweeping kick with her sharp stiletto heel that causes Kamii to back away. However, to her surprise, the Chosen Knight continues her arc and kicks out again while switching her leg. 

    Ireyo slams into Kamii in midair and barely gets her out of the way of the massive spike shooting up from below. Instead, the rabbit demon is cut in her flank, and blood spurts from her wound. Cassia sees the opportunity and doesn't let up, switching her leg mid-kick once more and sweeping her other downward. The spike that hit Ireyo bends down and clamps the rabbit demon onto the ground. 

    Terog appears at Cassia's side with his hatchet raised, but Isidor shoots out of the rubble he was buried in and throws a devastating body blow. His fist visibly sinks into the Wanderer's muscled stomach, causing him to fold before the impact sends him tumbling backward. Zancrax appears and takes the opening, grabbing the Unassailable Knight's shoulders and slamming his armored forehead into his helmet. 

    A loud noise rings out from the impact of granite armor on chrome, and a crack forms on the former. However, there's a noticeable dent in Isidor's dome, and he appears to be momentarily shaken. Cassia's steel spike hits Zancrax's flank and draws sparks, scraping a deep groove into his granite breastplate and separating him from her brother. 

    From beyond that spike, Rolan runs forward with the broken Roshanee in one hand and Terog's short sword in the other. Cassia reacts quickly and kicks out at him, but suddenly, Daica's explosive crossbow bolt hits her in the back. It throws her off guard, allowing the hero to get close enough. 

    But the Chosen Knight emerges from the smoke with a side kick. Rolan redirects the sharp steel heel with his short sword but needs to block the massive steel spike that follows with Roshanee. Even broken, the blade empowered by the gods holds under the impact, but the force knocks Rolan back and away from his target. 

    Cassia glares up at Daica, who hastily ducks into the window she sniped from. The burns on her back evidently hurt but aren't at a level where they incapacitate her. She may not be as near impervious to damage as her younger brother, but as one of the highest-ranking Chosen Knights, she has the physical conditioning that makes her more resilient than most living beings. 

    Isidor shakily takes his place by Cassia's side while the latter looks around. In their protracted clash, Dregana, Ireyo, and Terog were wounded, with the latter two incapacitated and out of the picture. Rolan and Daica are largely ineffective, and Kamii and Zancrax can still fight but will have a hard time against the two Chosen Knights on their own. 

    The little dark elf glances up at the sky to see where Hestia went, but there's no sign of the black Fata. There are no more fighter aircraft in the sky, so she should have been supporting them from the air. Maybe she saw more enemies coming. 

    Lowering her gaze again, she stares at Cassia and then Isidor before glancing at Zancrax. The minotaur nods, understanding that Kamii will keep fighting even against these overwhelming odds. 

    But before the two can run forward to attack, Gagan climbs over the row of houses to their left. Isidor looks up, but his chrome helmet appears to be unable to emit the incapacitating noise due to being dented by Zancrax's headbutt. Cassia wastes no time for a high kick, and a gigantic steel spike breaks through the house below Gagan. It stabs his chest but appears to be deflected by his fur. On closer inspection, there's a cloak of darkness that covers him like armor. 

    "Wha-" Cassia's eyes widen in disbelief, but when the titanic ape brings down his fist like a massive hammer, she glimpses Hestia behind him. Dark tendrils extend from her hands and weave into the cloak that shielded the protector god of Rikshakti from what would have been a fatal stab to his chest. It seems that the black Fata disappeared in the middle of the battle to heal his wounds and cast this protection on him. 

    Isidor raises his hands to meet the fist coming down on him. But even the Unassailable Knight can't stop the might of the titan, and he's stamped into the ground. When Gagan raises his hand, Isidor lies on his back, embedded into the overgrown pavement. Although his body appears to be unharmed, the chrome helmet is flattened. Whatever gave him his second lease on life must be destroyed. 

    Cassia stares in shock, but the titanic ape grabs her with the same hand that crushed her brother. She struggles, but even the strength of a Chosen Knight appears insignificant before Gagan's, and she can't budge his fingers. The protector god eyes her with a glare, and she glares back, compelling him to roar at her. 

    "Do your worst, you damn monkey!" She roars back, her will not breaking even when staring her inevitable death in the eyes. As if Gagan understood her, he bites down on her head and crushes it between his teeth. 

    Everybody grimaces at the noise, and some turn away, but Kamii watches the proud but misguided Chosen Knight's final moments with barely a twitch of her eyebrow. Gagan throws the remains across the city, then raises his arms and drums his chest while roaring in triumph. His voice carries across the entire valley and echoes off the buildings, which gives the impression of rapport from the long-gone Rikshaksha. 

    Kamii looks up at the sphere looming over them and notices that it appears to be moving. As Gagan's voice fades away and he snorts in satisfaction, the audible pressure from the false moon seems to increase in intensity. All eyes are drawn to the steel sky as a faint groove appears near its top and moves downward. The false moon is turning over. 

    A massive depression appears in the center of the sphere as it slowly faces them like a gigantic eye. Four grooves extend from it but judging by the construct's sheer size, those are broader than the city's main streets. 

    "This is already out, isn't it?" Senka appears next to Kamii and states with a frown. As is often the case, the doll girl's statements are cryptic and seemingly meaningless. Still, the little dark elf can tell that this shape must hold some meaning beyond aesthetics. 

    From within all four trenches, a swarm of fighter aircraft and transports emerges. To try and count them would be a fool's errand. 

    "So sending Cassia and Isidor was nothing more than an opening act for the gods, huh?" Rolan mutters as the transports quickly descend into the city around them while the fighters head for Gagan. 

    "Then let's give them a main performance they won't forget." Kamii declares while clicking her crab pincer demonstratively. As if the forest god understood her words, he raises his fists and roars at the enemy in the sky. His dauntless attitude inspires everybody around him, and they truly realize what his existence must have meant to the people of Rikshakti at this moment. 

    Runa unleashes her plasma beam and cuts through the approaching fighters. A dozen explosions fill the sky from this single spell and force the other aircraft to veer off to avoid the debris. Although she was hesitant with the two Chosen Knights, soldiers of the false gods are a different matter. 

    Hestia draws the black wrapping from Gagan's body since the energy weapons will penetrate her shields in either case. Instead, she spins around in midair and whips the tendrils from her hands into the sky as if casting a net. They're still parts of a barrier in essence, so the fast-moving enemies shatter against the web of darkness spreading out before them. 

    Through all that, most transport ships come through unscathed and begin to make landfall. One such vessel lands down the main road to unload a contingent of soldiers in black armor. But before the front can fully open, the ship begins to take off again, only to be hit by a massive boulder that Gagan flung at it with pinpoint precision. Going down in an explosion of smoke and flames, it crashes without a single enemy escaping death. 

    However, all of this is nothing more than a drop in the ocean compared to the overwhelming number of enemies about to surround them. 

    Daica uses her potions to treat Terog, and Zancrax helps Ireyo out from below the steel spike she was pinned under. Rolan looks up and exchanges a knowing look with Runa and Gram on the rooftop. Sigurd raises a hand toward Gagan, whose eyes show that he understands the hopelessness of this situation but will fight to the last. 

    Kamii looks down at Senka, who notices her amethyst gaze and returns it with her blue one. Nodding at each other, Senka runs off into a half-collapsed house and disappears into the shadows. The little dark elf won't go down without seeing Mahkotoh again, so she intends to win this battle. 

    "What's the plan, boss?" Terog presses out from between his bloodied teeth. Isidor's punch appears to have ruptured his stomach, which means that he needs healing magic as soon as possible. But both mages capable of it are also those keeping the fighter aircraft from ripping them apart from the air. 

    "Fight." Kamii simply says while pointing Zancrax toward one of the alleyways to the side and Dregana in her dragon form to another. She gestures for Daica to put down a smokescreen around them so that the wounded are covered from all angles. The big dark elf does as she's told and uses two smoke vials at the same time. 

    Rolan heads for a third alleyway with a glance at Terog. He gestures with the short sword in his hand as if to say that he'll keep borrowing it for a while longer - and possibly return with it chipped or broken. 

    "Incoming!" The minotaur roars on his side and charges into the alleyway to preempt the soldiers before they can get into cover and shoot at him with impunity. On the other side, Dregana lays down a barrage of flames while advancing to crush her enemies. 

    Gagan runs down the main street and charges toward another transport craft unloading soldiers in black. Charging into their midst, he begins to thrash left and right, throwing humans into the air and against the walls. 

    "I can still fight." Ireyo binds her flank with her cloak and pulls Destiny from the ground before leaning on it and breathing heavily. It's hard to tell from her rabbit face, but she must be seriously hurt. 

    "Then defend Terog." Kamii points at the Wanderer, who doesn't even have the strength left to stand up. Ireyo understands that the little dark elf is looking out for her, and she has to admit that she's not in as good a shape as she tries to convey to others. Gratefully accepting her order that preserves her pride, the Master Smith limps over to the suhra's side. 

    "Where are they going?" Daica asks while looking up. A contingent of fighter aircraft is breaking off and heading east. Right before they disappear over the buildings, Kamii notices some of them beginning to shoot as if they discovered an enemy. 

    "Take cover!" Gram's shout draws their attention back to the ground. They spin around just in time to see several soldiers in black breaking through the smokescreen and raising their guns at their closest target - Kamii. She won't be able to avoid them at this range. 

    As the energy weapons are aimed at the little dark elf, she can only stare like a mouse caught in a snake's glare. But a figure suddenly lands in front of her and blocks the projectiles with a pair of jet-black wings. Silver hair sways from the impacts as the energy bullets burn through feathers and flesh. 

    As the salvo ends, Hestia's battered figure remains standing in front of Kamii. Both her wings are mangled beyond recognition, barely hanging on by a thread of flesh and skin. Her body is perforated in several places as well, cauterized by the heat of the energy weapons. 

    The little dark elf stares up at the black Fata's face, which shows a weak smile. Then she falls forward, and Kamii catches her. This is the first time she has been so profoundly shocked by something since the beginning of this journey. She never thought that Hestia would sacrifice herself to shield her. 

    But when she looks up, she finds more soldiers emerging from the smoke and pointing their guns at everybody on the main street. Daica runs forward in seemingly slow-motion while nocking an explosive bolt, hoping to jump in and save her sister. Ireyo raises Destiny to shield herself and Terog with it, even if it's too small for the both of them. 

    Gagan is hit by an explosion that knocks him down. Meanwhile, Dregana is pushed back in her alleyway as the enemies walk through her flames fearlessly. Gram covers Runa as the soldiers on the ground lay suppressive fire on them while several more prepare to scale the roof. 

    The fading Fata lies in Kamii's lap, and the latter realizes that this must be the end. What good is her cursed arm against overwhelming firepower? What can mortals do against gods, no matter how false they are? 

    Suddenly, a female figure clad in armor made of golden scales impacts the ground before her. Long blonde hair whips about in the wind she kicks up, obscuring her face. A glowing spear of light is gripped in her right hand, and she swings around her left forearm. Its shape changes and the scales flip over to reveal their black underside. Before the black armored soldiers can react, a beam of light shoots out from the arm and cuts through them horizontally. 

    "Mahkotoh..." Then, the newcomer turns around, and the little dark elf breathes out a name she had been holding in her heart all this time. For a moment, Kamii doesn't dare to believe and blinks her eyes a few times. But before she thinks of herself, she remembers their situation. "... help Hestia!" 

    Mahkotoh kneels beside the wounded Fata and puts both hands over her. Even without an incantation, a dome of warmth forms over Hestia, and all the grievous wounds close within moments. However, the limitations of the healing magic mean that the destroyed wings can't be restored. 

    "Chloe..." Hestia looks up at her dearly beloved with tear-filled crimson eyes. Although light magic healing doesn't use the energy of the person on the receiving end, it would seem that seeing Chloe again has drained all the tension from her body. The Fata falls into unconsciousness, knowing that she's in safe hands. 

    Enemy soldiers appear from within the fading smoke and point their weapons at Mahkotoh's back. Before they can shoot, a volley of golden swords and spears impale them through the back with such force that they're pinned into the pavement. 

    Kamii looks up to find an elongated boat made of pure gold flying past them in the sky. From atop it, volleys of golden weapons shoot about in every direction as if possessing a will of their own, piercing through fighter aircraft left and right. 

    Reinforcements emerge from the trenches in the false moon, but lightning from beyond the sphere zaps many of them and causes them to explode. A whirlwind weaves through the streets and blows soldiers against walls so violently that many of their bones break audibly. Kamii glimpses a translucent girl floating past, surrounded by laughter on the wind. 

    Before the surviving soldiers can orientate themselves, a towering woman with jet black skin lands in their midst with an earth-shattering impact. She lets out an angry roar that rivals Gagan's before throwing enemies left and right with her bare hands. Energy weapon shots bounce off her skin harmlessly and seem only to make her angrier. She grabs two soldiers and uses them as makeshift clubs to beat up those standing in her path. 

    Under Kamii's feet, the grass peeking out from the stones in the pavement quiver. Trees begin to grow and bend, explosively expanding and binding the false gods' soldiers with roots and vines before crushing them in their grasp. It's as if the land itself is coming to life to fight the invaders. 

    "Kamii..." Mahkotoh ignores it all and mutters, drawing the little dark elf's attention. They look into each other's eyes, and two summers of separation melt away in that instant. 

    "Mahkotoh..." Kamii whispers softly. When it sinks in that this is really happening, all of her bottled-up emotions swell to the surface. The pain and fear, the anxiety and uncertainty, feelings she suppressed all this time to appear strong to those around her. Tears well up in her eyes and begin to roll down her cheeks. 

    Without another word, Mahkotoh's golden scale armor fades into her skin, and she embraces the little dark elf with all her heart. Kamii cries into Mahkotoh's chest in an outburst of emotions for the first time since their separation. Their love for each other hasn't waned in the slightest, and they cradle each other as if to prove that fact. 

    The two reunited lovers stay in each other's arms for the longest time, and the mayhem surrounding them fades into silence. They're back together, and all is right with the world.

  


   
    Chapter 155 - An End To Curiosity 

      

      

    I don't let my anger and frustration at Hestia's state cloud my feelings for Kamii as I pour all my love into the embrace. As she cries into my chest, letting her emotions run freely, I catch myself tearing up as well. I see no reason to suppress them and stay with her in utter silence as my companions fight the Old Humans' soldiers all around me. 

    When we finally separate, I look down into Kamii's face. She wipes her tears and reciprocates my gaze. In two years, her appearance hasn't changed at all, but her eyes tell of her journey without me. She has grown immensely. 

    Then something soft impacts my face and pushes me backward. Arms embrace my head, and I perceive a familiar fragrance of herbs. When I push myself up from between the voluptuous breasts smothering me, I see Daica looking down at me with tears streaming down her face. 

    "Chloe." She breathes, then bites her lower lip. For a moment, our gazes are locked together, but then she moves in and kisses me proactively. As our lips touch, I feel the tingle from her curse but revel in the sensation, knowing that I'm immune to its deadly effect. 

    We separate, and I find that Daica's face is flushed, but she doesn't look like she's about to faint. It would seem that she has grown in my absence as well. Then something pushes up against her from below with an unhappy grunt, and Kamii appears between us. 

    "Hard to breathe..." She complains to her younger sister with a frown. Only now do I notice that Daica is wearing a shiny black bodysuit with white highlights. A gas mask dangles from her helmet into which she appears to have squeezed all of her voluminous hair. A crossbow with an internal loading mechanism is strapped to her back, and many glass vials sit in holsters strapped around her upper arms and thighs. 

    I see that she found a way for herself to fight. 

    "So all the lovers are reunited, huh?" Aurelia lands behind me softly and inquires in a cold tone. I turn around to the Golden Queen and find that she's looking down at me with narrowed eyes. 

    "Yes, indeed." I look at Kamii, Daica, and the sleeping Hestia lying next to us before stating with conviction. "And I will let nothing get between us ever again." 

    Hestia's burned and broken wings couldn't be fixed with light magic. Even if everything runs through the Reality Engine, I don't know how to begin healing something as complex as a lost limb. Although I have her template and can replicate it, as a Crawling Chaos, I repair damage in an entirely different way. And these instincts are stronger than my imagination. 

    Grinding my teeth, I look up at the battle station in the sky. The concave dish is most likely exactly what I think it is, and the fact that it's in this very shape does raise some questions in me. 

    "Yes, that's close to a copyright infringement with the big mouse." Senka appears next to me silently and states in a cynical tone. It has been a while since she did that to me, but I'm not at all surprised by her presence. "Good to see you, Makoto." 

    "Kept you waiting, huh?" I grin and pat her head. For once, she doesn't slap away my hand and lets it happen. 

    "As long as you don't start smoking an e-cigar that can speed up time, you're alright with that one." The doll girl replies with a shrug. This reference flies over my head, but I give her a noncommittal smile and stand up. 

    "Aha! There you are, as was foretold." A boy's voice suddenly echoes across the ruined city. I look around and find a rectangular hologram screen floating before the battle station in the sky. It shows a blond boy about as young as Kamii looks, with glittering green eyes. 

    That must be Alexander Thermidor, also known as Alkupera, the Mage of the Beginning. He appears to be staring straight at me as if I'm a specimen under a magnifying glass. His face is alight with fascination and anticipation, even while his army on the ground is being crushed and his swarm of fighter jets is wiped from the sky. 

    "Are you up there, Alexander?" I shout toward him, not expecting him to be able to hear me. 

    "How do you know that name?" Leaning closer to the camera, he inquires in a curious rather than shocked tone. It would seem that having somebody find out their true name means nothing to an Old Human. "And yes, indeed. I revisited this Death Moon for a certain prophecy. But after such a long time, I have to say that I quite like it after all." 

    "Then I'll come pay you a visit right now." I clad myself in dragon armor and summon a light spear in my right hand before pointing it at the screen. But his expression lights up when he sees my challenge, and a perfectly white grin splits his face from ear to ear. Either he misconstrued my declaration, or he thinks that his victory is assured. 

    "Thank you, but that will not be necessarily. Never have I seen a gathering of so many unique curiosities in one place." Alexander states while moving his hands around on a keyboard below his screen. "I will not leave this to chance. Capture them, dead or alive!" 

    The Old Human's screen disappears, and several transport ships emerge from the Death Moon's trenches. It's laughable that Alexander thinks any of those will make it to the city below as long as Tahiri is in the sky. 

    And as expected, lightning flashes from beyond the mountains and hits every single transport with one arm of plasma. They explode and scatter all over the city, killing whoever was piloting them. I'm looking forward to seeing Alexander's face when he appears on the screen next time - if he isn't already grinding his teeth silently without showing it to anybody. 

    However, hundreds of figures in clothes of various colors fall from within the smoke left in the wake of the explosions. All of them look humanoid, although they differ vastly in size. One among them must have barely fit into a transport ship. A few appear to be floating under their own power, but the rest seemingly plummet to their deaths. 

    Or that would normally be the case if I didn't know who they are. I've seen their outfits once before when I was still a student at the Royal Academy. They're the Curiosity Collectors, champion recruiters and kidnappers under Alexander. 

    My impression was that they're weaker than the Chosen Knights of each false god, but maybe they're Alexander's equivalent of the Chosen Knights. In either case, I'm not too worried that they could be more powerful than my companions. After all, they still operate within the confines of the magic system the Old Humans created. 

    Before their brethren land, those descending in a controlled manner unleash various long-range spells. With a thought, I summon an array of spirit spears above me and launch them at the enemies in quick succession before erecting a massive glowing shield that blocks their magic. 

    My attacks hit first, but to my surprise, the Curiosity Collectors shrug off the piercing bolts of light that only burn parts of their clothes. Then, their spells hit my barrier and are repelled by it. The shield of light is indeed quite useful even now that I know it's all make-believe in the Reality Engine. 

    Lightning forks through the floating champions, but aside from the smallest two who are charred black and crumble to ash in midair, all the others shrug it off as well. Once again, all that appears to take damage is their clothes, with some even catching fire. Something feels off. 

    The Curiosity Collectors descending from the air begin to round my barrier. Meanwhile, those that landed on the ground converge on our location by foot. I can feel them through the Chaos-senses, realizing that their vitality doesn't appear like that of any human I've seen. Even Aurelia, Tahiri, and Tokomaha, who possess godlike powers within the Reality Engine, are technically still human. 

    Behind me, Aurelia floats up to her golden funerary boat, her personal combat platform, and heads upward to engage the Curiosity Collectors in the air. Korenga rushes past me and aims for the enemies approaching from the main street. She still has herself under control for the time being, even when she's in Black God mode. It helps that there are no Mataku-like shapes around. 

    I can't see Tokomaha from here, but she's doubtlessly heading into battle as well. As for Aratio, I don't even know if she has the attention span to join the second round after she doubtlessly exhausted all of her focus for the day on the first. I'm sure Tahiri will have to guide her in the right direction again, as she did many times during our journey here from Hokanui. 

    One of the Curiosity Collectors appears on top of an overgrown house and aims a glowing bow at me. It's the one in a completely black suit who looked the most straight-laced out of the bunch when I saw him during the champion selection in the Royal Academy. When he looses his arrow of light at me, I assume that it's his version of the spirit spear. 

    I raise my palm and take the projectile with it. It explodes against the dragon armor and leaves not even a hint of damage. Kiamedras was immune to my spirit spears. Only Hestia could hurt his scales, most likely because she was corrupted, and her black light magic has gained properties outside the Old Humans' system. I took the attack as a test to see if they removed these limiters from their most trusted followers. 

    It would seem that's not the case. This means I'll have nothing to fear from them as long as I'm clad in magic-resistant dragon armor. The intricacies of the Reality Engine still elude me, so I have to work with what I know for the time being. I just hope Alexander won't join the fight personally.  

    The Curiosity Collector in black appears stunned that his spell did nothing, but he quickly dips into cover when I throw the spirit spear in my hand. They seem to have combat experience at the very least, which is quite unexpected since Chosen Knights are so much more powerful compared to regular humans and most demons. The mighty often grow complacent and don't improve themselves beyond a level at which they can dominate those around them. They are big fish in a little pond. 

    I look over to Korenga and find that her enemies are eluding her grabs and punches. She won't lose to anything in this world except for Nemesis, perhaps. Still, she will be tied up with those few Curiosity Collectors for a while. 

    Aurelia fares much better in the sky when she turns the champions into pincushions with her golden weapons. Tokomaha grows an army of wood clones to secure the perimeter around the demons and humans while riding into battle on a wave of roots. Tahiri has been quiet for a while, so maybe she's chasing down Aratio, who headed off somewhere on her own. 

    Suddenly, a Curiosity Collectors skewered by Aurelia's weapons impacts the ground before me. It's one of the more colorful variants, with swords stabbed through the head and heart, among other places. But to my surprise, the decidedly female figure begins to move again and pulls the sword out of her head. 

    I can sense the life energy concentrating around the wounds as the weapons are removed one after another. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't have given an enemy time to recover, but my fascination is winning. 

    That's when the woman stands up, and the broken mask drops off her face. Seeing it shakes me to the core, even as the Curiosity Collector turns to glare at me and prepares a spell. Before I can react, a red dragon appears from the side, snatches up the champion with its jaws, and crushes her between its teeth. 

    I stare at the familiar dragon - it's Dregana. One part of me calmly analyzes that Hestia must have somehow won the dragonkin over to her side after being captured by the academy when I was sent to space. But I'm more concerned by the revelation of the face behind the mask. 

    It had red skin and two barely protruding stumps on her forehead that must be filed-down horns. She was a Vanadia clone, or perhaps the latest iteration of her line. Could it be that all the Curiosity Collectors are like this, then? 

    I look up at Aurelia but can't see her face from this angle. However, she has drawn Vanadia's Will, meaning that she has recognized what exactly it is that Alexander sent to fight us. With one swing of the monomolecular whip, she shreds one of the champions into a fine red mist. 

    That gives me pause. Maybe Alexander didn't outfit these Vanadia-like beings with the indestructible bones the original was known for? The monomolecular whips can't cut through the black bones, which is why one was used as the handle for Vanadia's Will in the first place. The failed creations on the moon didn't have those bones either, so maybe they can't be grown naturally and need to be forged. The Curiosity Collectors may be a mass-production variant to be used as disposable pawns. 

    There's still too much information about the Old Humans that I lack. I watch Dregana rip the corpse in her jaws apart and swallow the pieces as if to make sure that they won't regenerate. For a moment, I catch myself musing about what would happen if she turned back into a human form now with all the mass filling her dragon stomach. 

    Korenga appears to have captured one of the three dancing around her. She's now bashing their head in as the other two run in to save their comrade. This only leaves them open for the Black God to grab their heads and manually fuse their skulls with each other. I doubt they can regenerate from that kind of damage. 

    I can sense Tokomaha's wood clones overwhelming most of the Curiosity Collectors all across the city as well. It's only a matter of time until they're cleaned up now. 

    Now that I don't need to focus on the enemies, I notice for the first time that there are several more people nearby besides the wounded suhra and rabbit demon. There's a towering figure in an alleyway, leaning against a wall while holding their side. They must be injured as well. I sense four more in a building behind us who appear to be hiding, but I don't think they're enemies. 

    "Alexander!" Aurelia suddenly shouts toward the Death Moon after she finishes off the last of the champions in the sky. Swinging Vanadia's Will toward the steel sphere, she tries to attack it in her rage, but nothing happens. It would appear that she can't reach it from so far away, so she takes off on her own. 

    "Wait, Aurelia!" I fly up to hold her back from heading in alone. When she sees me block her path, her furious expression calms down slightly. I put a hand on the Golden Queen's cheek, and she leans into it while closing her eyes to gather her feelings. "We will drag him from his sanctum together." 

    Not responding to my declaration, Aurelia lowers Vanadia's Will and sighs. Who knows what Alexander has prepared up there that could hurt even her? After all, they had over seven centuries to prepare for another confrontation with the Golden Queen. 

    As if my thoughts were heard, the Old Human's hologram appears in the sky. For the first time, his face openly displays frustration, and I sense something darker beyond it. He might have been thinking about everything so far as a game, but losing his Curiosity Collectors isn't his idea of fun. 

    "I suppose I have played around too much." Alexander admits with a sigh. Then he glares at me coldly but confidently. "It is a shame, but I will end this here." 

    Beyond the hologram, at the points where each trench connects with the concave dish, a green light comes on. I've seen a movie where something similar happens, and then an entire planet is blown up. Alexander means to eradicate this whole city. 

    "So much for samples." The blond boy adds with a careless shrug before his hologram disappears. Light gathers at the center of the dish and grows in intensity. 

    The giant gorilla I saw earlier appears over the row of houses to the left. He slowly stands up, panting from exhaustion and pain. His skin is burned in several places, and he's bleeding all over, but he roars at the charging weapon with all his might. 

    "Kerry!" I shout into the sky. A few seconds later, something shoots through the battle station at the speed of a meteorite breaking through the atmosphere. It comes around before hitting the ground and flies back up again, smashing through the Death Moon again. Everybody watches in silence and awe as this repeats several more times until the green lights flicker and disappear before many small explosions occur inside the dish and expand outward. 

    "W-what was that?!" The hologram screen snaps into existence again and shows a panicked Alexander glaring at me. An alarm siren blares into the microphone. 

    "Have you forgotten the name of your own sibling?" I spot a small, onyx-colored figure floating into view above me and point at them. 

    "You? What are you doing with them?!" Alexander's eyes shift to Kerry Thermidor - the God of Comets as he's known in Pacha - and shouts in bewilderment. He went from utter confidence to disbelief in his sudden defeat in the matter of a few seconds, and it's exceedingly satisfying to see. 

    "Payback." I hear Kerry say in a neutral tone, although I know how hard it must be for them to face their tormentor of many years. But this is indeed sweet payback - and at the most unexpected of moments for Alexander. 

    A massive explosion blows the concave dish outward. Alexander's hologram flickers, and he looks off to the side with his eyes widened. 

    "Oh no, the gravity core! It's going to fall!" He screams, not directed at us but into the room he's in before his image disappears once more. I look up at Kerry, who peers down through the slits in their spiked helmet with their glowing white eyes. Even without seeing their expression, I can tell that they didn't think of the consequences of their reckless attack. But I can't fault them for it. 

    Shards from the broken dish drop onto the pyramid at the city center, collapsing it under the impacts. The massive battle station easily overshadows the entire overgrown city's surface area, so everything else will be obliterated in the same way if it falls. 

    "Please, do not let it fall!" A familiar-sounding voice calls out to me from behind, and I spin around on the spot. Feathered hat, lute peeking out from underneath a dusty cloak, and an unloaded crossbow in one hand - it's Sigurd, the bard in Rolan's party. "This city - do not let it be destroyed further!" 

    I narrow my eyes and stare at him for a moment. Why is he here? But then, I see somebody emerge from the doorway behind the bard. It's Gram, staring at me and approaching gingerly with a punctured shield. Then, Luna peeks out from behind him, averting her eyes as if unable to look at me. That means the last of the four people I sensed is... 

    Before I can finish the thought, Rolan steps out from the building with a chipped short sword in one hand and a faintly glowing broken longsword in the other. He looks me in the eyes with an infinitely desolate depth in his gaze and lowers the broken Roshanee. 

    For a moment, I consider unleashing a plasma breath in their direction and erasing all four of them from existence. But I notice Kamii's stare out of the corner of my eyes. The demons, Kamii, Daica, Hestia, and Senka - they must have come here together with Rolan and his party. Maybe it would be alright to listen to their story, at the very least. 

    I turn away and look up at the Death Moon instead. It's hard to tell if it's falling as Alexander declared since the thing is so big. The bard requested me to stop it, but I don't think I can. All I could do is take everybody and run from its impact zone. 

    The ground begins to quake, and I glance around, thinking that the gravity of the falling battle station is taking effect. But then, the mountains around the city appear to come to life. An immense mass of trees shoots up as if experiencing a monstrous growth spurt, forming four vaguely hand-shaped structures. 

    Tokomaha is standing on top of a gigantic flower, her hands raised to the steel sky as if to catch it herself. This is the God of Growth's true power. I always knew that the scope of her ability was far beyond what she has shown so far. The fact that she could control several thousand wood clones without having to concentrate on them already told me of her potential. 

    The clouds surrounding the Death Moon are blown apart as its descent becomes noticeable. The massive tree hands extend toward it from four sides, but the colossal branches bend and shatter from the impact. The construct is too heavy for anything organic to carry, even if it's mountain-sized trees. 

    That's when lightning flashes across the sky and spins around the top half of the Death Moon. The blinding light appears to form into tendrils that pull on the falling structure. Tahiri must be using magnetism to help lighten the load on Tokomaha's trees, and the God of Growth takes her aid gratefully. 

    With the combined powers of the two goddesses, the falling battle station slows down and finally comes to a stop. Tokomaha waves her hands toward the valley's opening, and the massive tree hands begin moving. The entire region appears to be shaking under the titanic movements of the Death Moon as it rolls off to the side. 

    Moments later, the sun shines on the overgrown city once more as the steel sphere moves out of the way and rolls into the next valley. As it impacts the ground, a gigantic cloud of dust is kicked up and spreads out in every direction. But a downward draft suddenly blocks its approach and quickly settles the debris before it reaches us. That must have been Aratio's doing. 

    Finally, Tokomaha lowers her arms and takes a few long breaths. She stopped breathing while concentrating on the monumental task. For a while, silence permeates the air as everybody stares at the tree hands shrinking and retreating to the mountains they grew from. Aurelia floats down from her funerary boat and lands beside me, her eyes glued on the Death Moon now lying still a distance away. 

    Tokomaha lowers the giant flower she was standing on toward the main street where everybody is gathered, then steps off a petal while turning one of its stamens into her trademark spear. The demons and humans stare at her, but she has only eyes for me. 

    "Praise me." She demands in the Tuwheranui language. After what she has done, she deserves to be showered in reward and praise, but all I can offer for the time being is petting her leaf hair. She accepts it as an advance on future compensation. 

    Then, the little goddess glimpses Kamii and Daica, as well as Hestia lying on the ground on the little dark elf's lap. She immediately recognizes them based on my description when I told her of my other lovers awaiting my return. Narrowing her eyes, Tokomaha scrutinizes them with a mischievous smile. 

    All the girls that I love are before me now. Kamii, Daica, Hestia, Aurelia, and Tokomaha: Each different from one another, but not one of them can be missing from my life. I'd love to embrace them all at once right now, but there's one more thing we have to do. 

    Thunder rolls across the sky, and I look up to find Tahiri consolidating from lightning. She descends and comes to a floating stop beside me before leaning back and sighing as if to say that the exertion of holding up the steel sphere has exhausted her. I know that can't be the case, given how effortlessly she controls lightning on a grand scale. 

    "Are you free now?" Aratio suddenly leans over my shoulder and breathes into my ear. A shiver runs down my spine at her sensual voice, but I don't jump out of my skin since I'm used to such surprises. 

    "I see you got yourself more allies." Senka remarks in a sarcastic tone. Her emphasis on the last word doesn't escape me, but I ignore her. I know she's just jealous that I'm not giving her as much attention. "That is false." 

    "Don't read my mind like that." I point at the doll girl, and she turns away with a shrug. 

    "Please heal Terog and Ireyo." Daica points at the suhra and the rabbit demon, who have been watching everything that went down around them with unabashed awe despite their wounds. But it's clear that they need medical attention. 

    "Let me-" Luna steps forward and declares, but I shoot her a glare that stops her in her tracks. She must have forgotten that I know light magic. As I walk over to the two demons named Terog and Ireyo, I keep my eyes on the half-elf as if to say that she should stay quiet. 

    Kneeling beside the demons, I take a closer look at their wounds. Then I raise a hand toward each and begin to heal them at the same time. Surely, I will soon be able to do this at range without even having to approach the target. 

    "... are you the princess?" The rabbit demon named Ireyo asks in an awestruck tone when the wound in her flank is mended before her eyes. It would seem that the demons became Kamii and Daica's companions because the two dark elves had a connection to me. 

    "Yes. I am Princess Chaos." I reply with the regal bearing that my mother taught me; when declaring my rank, I should always conduct myself as if I were in an official setting. I've already openly shown my casual side when I was talking to my lovers and Senka, though. 

    The suhra called Terog only stares at me while the discoloration on his bare stomach disappears. He wipes his mouth of the blood he vomited up earlier and quickly kneels before me once he senses that the healing is done. As I stand up, Ireyo follows his example and pays me her respects. 

    When I turn around, I find that a minotaur covered in thick granite slabs has appeared from an alleyway. He comes from where I felt his large presence earlier. The stone armor is cracked in several places, and scorch marks show that he was fighting Alexander's soldiers. The slab making up his breastplate is broken on one side, and blood flows from a wound on his waist. 

    Before I can head toward him, the red dragon disappears in an explosion of fire, and a naked Dregana emerges from within. She's panting from the exhaustion of her transformation but still runs past me and falls on her knees next to the unconscious Hestia. Letting out a heartrending cry, she hugs the Fata to her chest. 

    I already realized back in the Royal Academy that the dragonkin truly cares for Hestia. When I hear her lament, I can't help but feel anger at Alexander well up inside me. The black Fata will never spread her wings and fly in the sky again unless I find a way to heal her. 

    The minotaur kneels before me, more out of pain and exhaustion rather than reverence. I heal him while glancing back to find Sigurd walking over to Dregana and putting his cloak over her naked form. Something must have happened between them for her to accept it so readily. 

    Then my gaze falls on Rolan. The leader of his party, the first humans in this world I could consider something akin to friends - and the murderer of my mother. His eyes are fixated on a point on the ground, but he notices that I'm looking at him. It would appear that he's ready to accept whatever I have in store for him, but that only ticks me off. 

    "If I may be so bold to put a stop to anything that may be about to start." The bard suddenly steps into my line of sight and blocks my view of Rolan. Something about him appears to have changed since his voice and mannerisms don't annoy me as they did before. He has a strangely serene air about him now that the city is safe. "Please hear me out first." 

    "We'll talk on the way." I don't have the patience to stand around seeing Rolan's depressing form hanging around in the background. 

    "Where are we going?" Gram asks, then averts his gaze while scratching his cheek to hide his shame when he meets my eyes. 

    "There." I point at the Death Moon, around which the cloud of dust has mostly settled.

  


   
    Chapter 156 - Shattered Prediction 

      

      

    We split into two teams, one staying in the city and the other heading for the crashed Death Moon. Tahiri is watching outside to make sure that Alexander doesn't escape on a ship. Tokomaha remains in the camp with the recently-healed but still weak demons and the powerless Dregana, who wouldn't leave Hestia's side. The others ride on Aurelia's golden funerary boat, flying at a pace that agrees with the humans. 

    Under different circumstances, I would have taken Hestia with me. But we're entering unknown territory, and I want to let her rest, so it's best that she stays behind. Tokomaha will make sure to keep her and the others safe. 

    "You are the child of Lucerna?" Aurelia asks while staring at the bard. She has been keeping her eyes on the steel sphere during our flight, but she can't help but scrutinize his features. Among everybody here, she's the only one who has seen Lucerna in the flesh, so she's trying to discern any similarities. 

    "I am one of her many children." The bard nods and looks off into the distance. "Mother told me that mingling with the mortals of this age is her path to redemption." 

    Sidonia, the Lady of Brilliance, known as Belys in the kingdom and Lucerna in the empire. She was one of only two Old Humans who opposed Zeke and the others in the past. Now that the bard has explained it, I understand what has changed about him. He has dropped his disguise as a regular human and lets his divine serenity show. 

    The other Old Humans see themselves above the lesser humans that Nemesis rebuilt over the many millennia they were in stasis. But not so Sidonia, who appears to have tried time and again to stop their inhumane conduct in playing with millions of lives for their amusement. 

    Sigurd wanted us to save the city because it was built by the Lady of Brilliance. Alexander turned its inhabitants into feral beasts a long time ago, but it's one of the few remaining places in this world that have evidence of her benevolent guidance. 

    As we approach the broken steel sphere and the destroyed concave dish, I consider the other part of Sigurd's story. Rolan was guided to Arkaim by the Stormcrow, who predicted that Luna would be killed by my mother if he didn't go to help her. The blind crone I met in Tarauaca also called herself Stormcrow. Judging by his description of her, it must have been the same person. 

    And she's most likely Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow - the Old Human Yuna. She predicted that they would meet me here in this city under the false moon. It could mean that Yuna isn't seeing the future but knows how to affect it to reach the conclusion she desires. 

    Her plan must have been for Alexander to kill us all once we were reunited. Maybe she didn't have all the information necessary for her prediction to come true, such as the fact that Kerry is with me. Or how powerful Tokomaha and Tahiri truly are. 

    Then again, this could all be part of her plan still. 

    I can't help but feel frustrated at the thought that I so narrowly missed Kamii and Daica in Arkaim castle when I returned with Aurelia. They were fighting in its corridors, and Kamii was even right there with Asoko on the battlements shortly before I came by. How would things have gone if I had reunited with them? Would I have missed my mother's death or somehow been able to prevent it instead? 

    "Don't think too much. It doesn't suit you." Senka comments snidely, and I shoot her an unamused glance. I don't think she was using her power to read my mind, so my misgivings must have been showing on my face. 

    But I'm grateful for somebody to pull me out of my spiral of thoughts. When I look around, I find that Kamii and Daica are eyeing Aurelia. I haven't had the time to give them a formal introduction yet, but the latter already knows the former two from what I told her. 

    We find one of the hangars from which the fighters and transports were launched, and Aurelia flies us in. As we pass the threshold, gravity seems to shift, and everybody almost slides off the funerary boat. The interior of the battle station is at a roughly twenty-degree angle, but my sense of balance tells me that we're the ones misaligned. 

    "Artificial gravity?" I look at Senka, who only shrugs and shakes her head. We have truly entered science fiction territory now. 

    The interior is as technologically advanced as expected, with futuristic-looking aircraft secured on arms that can lower them from the ceiling when needed. An alarm is still blaring, and the dimmed lights must be on emergency powers. 

    A rain of energy bullets flies up at us from all around. The garrison inside the battle station is still here to defend it, so Alexander couldn't have left yet. Korenga is the first to react as she jumps off the golden funerary boat while turning into the Black God. 

    Aurelia continues onward a little further while Korenga's roars are accompanied by the screams of people being ripped to shred by her bare hands. The Golden Queen soon sets us down, and everybody finally disembarks, spreading out to fight. 

    "No need." The Golden Queen raises a hand, and the funerary boat splits apart into the countless individual weapons composing it. In a storm of blades, she clears the entire hangar without leaving a single scratch on the aircraft and walls. 

    "Hey!" Korenga turns around when the enemy she was about to grab is skewered by a spear and snatched away. 

    "You'll get more opportunities to smash people later. Let's go." I gesture for the Black God to follow me as I walk toward a large door leading out of the hangar. It opens when we approach, and a squad of soldiers in black jumps out. Before they can shoot, I skewer them with a scattered blast of spirit spears. "We'll need to find somebody who knows where to find Alexander." 

    I don't expect anybody but Senka and Aurelia to know what to look out for inside this technologically advanced construct. The Golden Queen has seen Old Human technology before, and I believe the doll girl knows as well. 

    The corridor beyond the door disappears in the distance due to its gentle curvature, and more enemies approach us. Before Korenga can rush forward, Aurelia and I cut them down already, leaving the Black God to glare at us with her black eyes. If we don't give her enemies soon, she might attack us out of frustration. 

    When a door opens and another squad of soldiers comes out, she spins around on the spot. But when the enemies see the carnage in the corridor, they drop their weapons and run away. 

    "Let them go." I grab Korenga's wrist before she chases after them. Turning her head to me, she roars into my face, but I tug on her arm with an imploring expression. Seeing it, she sniffs and then shakes her head before pulling her arm away. Although she's in control of her black form, it's not so easy for her to hold back her destructive urges. I'm glad that she didn't break my neck right then and there, even if it wouldn't kill me. 

    All the soldiers in this battle station are drafted from the new humans. Therefore, they're technically innocent and merely brainwashed to keep all this advanced technology a secret from the rest of the world. Maybe they never leave the Death Moon again once they're stationed on it. 

    "Over here." Senka suddenly says while pointing at a closed door to our right. 

    "What's in there?" I walk over and ask, but she doesn't answer and does her magic, causing the electric door to slide open. "You need to teach me how to do this." 

    I'm reminded of that time when I tried to open the vault door in Manoa with a plasma cutter. If I knew how to do it like Senka, I wouldn't have made a fool of myself. 

    "Let me introduce myself again. I'm Ootsuki Senka, the walking and talking plot device." The doll girl turns around to me and says with a deadpan expression. Then she points at the big green button on the console next to the door. "Or, you know, I used common sense." 

    I pat Senka's head with a wry smile and walk past her. On the other side of the door is what appears to be the surveillance room. The guard on duty is a young woman with long blond hair tied into two thick twin-tails. She's leaning back on her chair with headphones over her ears and appears to be asleep. I can't believe anybody could have missed the battle station dropping out of the sky, but I suppose the artificial gravity dampened the impact. 

    Unlike the armored soldiers, she wears a white military uniform made from cloth. A handgun rests in a holster on her belt, but her dumb smile as she sleeps away her time on duty tells me that she must be the designated slacker in Alexander's well-oiled military machine. 

    I extend a tentacle and pull the handgun from her holster without her noticing. Looking at it from up close, I find that it has the simplest design made for people without much training. The safety is off, so I wonder how this girl was even allowed to carry a gun. Maybe it isn't loaded, but I can't tell since it's an energy weapon. 

    "Hey." I shake the sleeping surveillance officer, but she doesn't even stir. If she could miss the many internal explosions and the Death Moon falling out of the sky, this won't wake her. Thus, I rip off her headphones and shout directly into her ear. "HEY!" 

    "Woah?!" She jumps awake and flips over her chair, knocking her head on the floor. Holding the back of her head, she voices her pain as tears well up in her eyes. Then she looks up at me and raises her voice in anger. "What did you do that for?!" 

    Her expression of indignation turns into one of confusion when she finally takes notice of my appearance. Before she can speak up, she sees the people outside the door behind me, and her jaw drops. Then, she puts on a dignified face - as dignified as somebody who got caught sleeping on the job and hit their head while waking up hastily can be. 

    "Who are you?" The blonde girl asks with a pout that undermines her attempt at authority. "You shouldn't be here." 

    "You're going to tell us where to find Alexander." I point her own gun in her face and state in a matter-of-fact tone. 

    "I refuse." She replies in a poor attempt at defiance; her whole body is shaking, and her eyes are crossed to stare at the barrel pointing between them. Old Human Alexander may be a connoisseur of beauty, but he certainly chose appearance over ability in her case. 

    Wordlessly, I lower the gun and fire a shot into the ground between her shivering knees, leaving behind a sizzling indentation. Then I raise the barrel toward her face again and tilt my head expectantly. 

    "Yes, sir. Right away, sir." The girl jumps up from the floor with an overeager salute - hitting herself in the forehead in the process. She's obviously a small fry who doesn't consider the consequences of aiding an enemy to save her own hide. Luckily for her, there won't be any because her employer will be dead by the end of this. 

    "What's your name?" I ask, suppressing the urge to laugh as she rubs the spot above her right eye in pain. She's like a nervous little mouse, harmless and cute. 

    "N-33-R-1412-S, sir." She stands at attention and quickly responds. 

    "N-33-R... I'll just call you Neer." Shrugging, I point at the screens showing various hangars and corridors inside the Death Moon. One appears to be displaying the front of this door, where Korenga is pacing back and forth impatiently. We should get going before she loses her temper. "So, can you check where Alexander is?" 

    "For that, I'd first need to know who Alexander is." Neer replies with an eyebrow raised in confusion. 

    "Alkupera, Orthum, Mage of the Beginning. Your boss." I list all the names and titles I know of the Old Human, and it appears to jog the girl's memory. 

    "Oh, he should be in the command center." Plopping down on her chair, she begins to type something on the console before her. When she's done, one of the screens switches from one view of the hangar we landed inside to a large, multi-story hall. It's devoid of human activity. "Huh, that's weird. That place should never be empty." 

    The big chair at the topmost platform, surrounded by multiple consoles and screens, must be Alexander's. He and the rest of the commanding crew appear to have evacuated somewhere without telling the soldiers. Another screen shows a vast hall filled with machinery, which must be the engine room. People in overalls run around trying to control the fires that have broken out, not knowing that their god has abandoned them. 

    "Where would they evacuate to in case the Death Moon is about to blow up?" I put a hand on Neer's shoulder and demand to know, causing the poor girl to flinch in fear. I can feel it emanating from her as she turns to look up at me with a nervous expression. 

    "I don't know about the others, but the Lord Creator should have headed to his private hangar at the north pole." Neer replies immediately, and her fingers fly across the console to find the right camera. I now understand why she was put in charge of the surveillance room; if nothing else, she's fast with a computer and knows her stuff by heart. "There." 

    I look at the screen Neer points toward and find an empty corridor with a closed bulkhead at the end. For a moment, I expect something to happen, but when the feed is just a static shot of the passageway, I turn to the blonde girl with an eyebrow raised. 

    "This is the corridor to the Lord Creator's private quarters. There are no cameras beyond this point." She quickly explains. It makes sense for Alexander to have a living space separated from the rest of the people and a private hangar when he needs to leave without anybody knowing. "Wait, the Death Moon is about to blow up?"  

    "Don't worry about that. You'll lead us there." I pat Neer's head and point out the door. The blonde twin-tailed girl quickly complies, shivering under my touch. As we exit the small surveillance room, I stop next to Senka. "Stay here and try to find out more. While I don't think Alexander could slip by Tahiri, you never know what these false gods have up their sleeves." 

    "And if he already left, what will you do?" The doll girl asks with a tilt of her head. If we're still far from reaching the private hangar, knowing about Alexander passing through it won't make a difference. 

    "We'll find out soon enough." With a shrug, I gesture for my companions to form up and move out. 

    Neer stares at everybody with wide-eyed curiosity. She should at least know about Rolan and Luna, but her focus is on Korenga more than anybody else. The Black God stares at the blonde girl as if gauging how much blood would flow if she were to crush her head. At least, that's the impression I'm getting from her gaze. 

    "Oh." The surveillance girl notices the corpses of soldiers strewn across the corridor and gasps for air. Her trembling legs look like they could give out at any time, making it clear that she's not used to seeing the carnage of battle. I put a hand on her shoulder, and she flinches. 

    "Deep breaths." I speak in a reassuring tone. Neer turns around to a wall, bends forward, and takes some slow and deliberate breaths. She might be suppressing the urge to vomit. I glance back at my party, just in time to see Korenga step forward to grab Neer and shake her back to her senses. 

    "Give her time. We have him locked down." I say in the Tuwheranui language and stop the Black God by placing a hand on her muscular stomach. Or rather, she lets herself be stopped by such a flimsy motion. Grunting in displeasure, she turns around and punches a hole into the nearest wall. I then turn back to Neer and speak in Imperian. "As you can see, my associate is quite impatient. I suggest you lead the way." 

    "Over here is an elevator that will take us all the way to the command center." The blonde girl rattles down while walking ahead. She comes to a stop before a depression in the corridor that leads to an easy-to-understand panel between two doors. 

    "For all our sakes, there better not be a weight limit." I mutter when Neer presses the button for the elevator. But right after she does so, the door opens to reveal a group of soldiers in black armor. They must have been on their way here already, but they weren't prepared for battle right away, as some of them don't wear their helmets. I can see that they're young humans, both male and female. 

    For a moment, utter and awkward silence permeates the air. The soldiers look around without moving their heads, taking in the blood-covered corridor where we intruders stand in impunity. Then, the one closest to the panel inside presses a button for a different floor. 

    "Sure, we'll take the next one." I shrug and smile wryly. The young soldiers begin to sweat profusely as they wait for the door to close before them. I'm not ruthless enough to kill those who have no will to fight merely because they're in my way of using an elevator. 

    Turning to Korenga, I give her an imploring look, and she appears to understand that the Black God isn't needed for the time being. The darkness retreats to the tattoos covering her entire body, and her skin returns to its normal, albeit unnatural pale white. 

    Moments later, the other door opens to an empty elevator, and everybody begins to board it. Finally, Korenga steps over the threshold, and I already expect an alarm to go off. But it would seem that advanced technology also extends to such simple transportation equipment. 

    It only takes a few seconds of awkward elevator silence, during which everybody but Aurelia, Neer, and I must be wondering what they're even doing in this cramped space. Then the doors slide open again even though it didn't feel like we moved at all. Outside is another corridor, empty on both sides. 

    Neer walks forward to a large automatic door just across from the elevators. It opens to the command center, where the alarm is blaring, and the multitude of large screens covering the walls are showing error notices. It would seem that before evacuating, they wiped all the data to avoid leaking information. 

    "I reviewed the footage. Alexander walked through the escape corridor ten minutes ago." I hear Senka in my head. This is why I left her behind in the surveillance room. 

    "Show me the way to that corridor. Now!" I grab Neer by the scruff of her neck and push her into the command center. She stumbles ahead and ascends the stairs toward the topmost platform. Everybody follows her, but I notice the dark elves and Rolan's party looking around in curiosity. 

    Kamii and Daica fought through the belly of Alexander's sanctum - the one that attacked Arkaim. They've seen the technology of the Old Humans, but it was only the engine rooms at the time. All these sleek and clean console desks must be an intriguing sight. 

    When we reach the top, Neer walks straight past Alexander's throne-like command chair and runs toward the door in the back. I stop to look at the Old Human's consoles, but I can't even begin to imagine how to operate all this. Once this is all over, we could try to find a way to repair this battle station. 

    "Oh, I don't have the necessary clearance." Neer says while pointing at the blinking red screen of the panel next to the escape door demonstratively. "But maybe I can do something about it..." 

    Either this girl is a little weak in the head, or this is the fastest case of Stockholm syndrome ever. She should have played dumb - or dumber than she already seems - and say that she can't do anything to open this door. 

    I watch Neer press a combination of buttons before hitting the big green button at the bottom of it. The control panel gives off a protesting alarm noise in response. Then, a thick blast shutter snaps closed over the entire doorframe, including the panel itself. 

    "Oops, teehee." The blonde girl turns around and sticks out her tongue with a nervous laugh. 

    "You did that on purpose, didn't you?" I bop Neer over the head, and she yelps in surprise. 

    "No, sir. I'm so sorry, sir!" She straightens her back and apologizes with a snappy salute. 

    "Step aside." I gesture at her with a sigh. Without another word, I turn the fingers on both my hands into one big blade each and jam them into the tiny gap between the two sliding parts of the shutter. 

    With the creaking sound of metal, I pull them apart with great effort. Maybe the Black God or Aurelia could have done a better job, but I felt like showing off. Since I can do this with a blast shutter, a regular one will be much easier. 

    I crack open the second door, upon which heat hits me like a wave. Beyond lies a straight corridor ending in the bulkhead that Neer showed me on the surveillance camera earlier. But unlike the footage back then, panes on the walls have opened to extend tuning fork-like rods, which hum and cause the air around them to waver. 

    "The security system came online when the wrong code was input." Senka speaks to me in her mind to explain what I'm seeing. 

    Either Neer did it on purpose, or she truly is the bumbling fool she appears to be. I tighten the dragon scales covering my body and grow a visor across my face to protect the eyes and nostrils. But right as I'm about to step inside, Neer grabs my arm and stops me. 

    "Wait, that's a microwave in there!" She argues while trying to stay out of the heat radiating from the rods. Her attitude takes me by surprise, but then I catch myself smiling. 

    "You know that you're a bad goon, right?" I ask in a rhetorical tone and look at her in amusement. 

    "Hehe." She scratches her cheek in embarrassment. 

    "That wasn't a compliment." 

    "Oh..." 

    The blonde girl looks genuinely dejected because of my rebuttal. I can't hold back the urge to pat her head and put a hand on her hair. She flinches at the sensation but doesn't try to pull away. It would seem that she's truly gone to Stockholm syndrome land. 

    "What's the matter?" Korenga asks while looking into the corridor. She doesn't understand the Imperian language, but she knows that Neer stopped me out of concern rather than to help her employer escape. 

    "It's dangerous in there." I reply in the Tuwheranui language. "For humans, at least." 

    "Let me go then." Aurelia steps forward even though she's very clearly human. Even if her body appears to be made from gold to a degree, it's nothing more than a fantasy granted through the Reality Engine. I'm sure Alexander's security system will work against her. 

    "Nah, this is a job for me." Without waiting for an answer, Korenga pushes past the Golden Queen and turns into the Black God. She runs through the corridor without a care in the world and busts through the bulkhead at the other end. 

    "Huh." I mutter, peering through the hole beyond which Korenga has stopped and is looking around. "Microwaves, huh?" 

    "I don't get it." Neer tilts her head and furrows her brow. It makes me wonder how she was chosen to enter Alexander's employ in the first place. She's not only a little slow in the head but also too honest and unexpectedly kind to be working under a mad scientist who cares only about himself. 

    I step inside the hallway with a shrug and immediately feel the microwaves shaking every single molecule in my body. How did Korenga walk through this without feeling a thing? 

    I begin to lose my shape, and the girls outside stare at me with concerned expressions. Especially Kamii and Daica are shocked, and even Rolan and his party are worried. 

    "C-c-close y-y-y-your e-e-eyes." I stutter due to the microwaves translating into macrowaves for my jaw. But when nobody but Daica and Neer do so, I feel that I'm at my limit and burst out into my true form. At once, my body stops vibrating as if it's no longer made of particles for microwaves to excite. 

    I hear a high-pitched scream behind me and assume it's Luna. Without turning around, I walk across the corridor before the seemingly distracted Korenga decides to turn around. I can't have her go berserk now. 

    Once I reach the other side, I immediately turn back into my human appearance. Now I understand why the Black God didn't even look when somebody screamed behind her. A large room that appears to be Alexander's personal workshop opens before us. 

    Even though he's an Old Human with the budget to make this Death Moon and other massive constructs, he has been sleeping on a simple single bed in one corner of the room. Tools are strewn across a workbench, and half-finished gadgets of all sizes lie abandoned on the various surfaces around it. 

    There are four doors, one in each of its walls, including the one we just entered from. The two on the right and the left side are small and appear to lead to additional rooms. Only the one across from us is a bulkhead, doubtlessly the path to the private hangar. 

    "We are waiting, Chaos." Aurelia calls out to me from behind, and I remember that the microwave corridor is still active. I'm glad that the Golden Queen didn't try to walk through it first. She learned not to act strong after seeing my dragon scales fail against Alexander's trap. 

    Turning around, I find a panel next to the broken bulkhead. There's a very obvious red kill switch on it, which I promptly press. The humming stops and the rods retreat into the walls, where panels cover them up. The heat inside the corridor abates quickly, and I extend an arm inside just to be sure. 

    Before I can do that, Aurelia already walks inside with measured steps and approaches me. I raise an eyebrow and tilt my head but then shrug. Moments later, the others follow her, including Neer, who appears to let herself be swept along by the situation. We don't need her anymore after coming this far, but maybe she can be of some use yet. 

    I extend my senses around me and peek into the next room. There, I feel the presence of two people, neither of whom appear to have noticed that we have broken in this far. The one with a female shape is pacing about the room, while the other is crawling on the floor and moving his hands. The latter must be Alexander, but I don't know who the girl could be. 

    "Get ready for battle." I say to my companions, then repeat it in the Tuwheranui language for Korenga. The Black God nods and charges straight for the bulkhead, apparently taking my words for an order to attack. 

    She blasts the steel door off its hinges and comes to a skidding stop on the other side. I follow her right on time to see a towering figure punching Korenga so hard that she's propelled into the wall next to me and leaves a dent with her body. 

    It's a gigantic man with a spiky green mane that connects seamlessly with a chin curtain of the same color. He has a tan, muscular body covered in green lines similar to Tokomaha's body paint. Glowing white eyes that lack pupils or irises noticeably shift their attention to me, and a self-confident grin reveals his perfect white teeth. 

    This is the current iteration of Pakangaroa, Pacha's God of War - known as Forty-One back then. He's the Walker of the Wild, the god of nature; he's known as Skovrider in the kingdom and Verdantes in the empire. Elaine called them Proxima, an immensely powerful artificial being created by Alexander. No wonder my senses couldn't pick up his presence since he's an unliving machine despite appearances. 

    My eyes quickly dart across the hangar, and I realize that no aircraft are parked here. Instead, the young boy Alexander is frozen in place with his hand in an open panel on the floor next to a raised, circular platform. Standing somewhere between Skovrider and him is a girl with long black hair and a distinctly Asian face - the first I've seen in this world. 

    While I take it all in, Korenga charges forward once more and crashes into Skovrider with an impact that seems to shake the entire room. She must have recognized him but understands deep down that this isn't the Pakangaroa she knows. 

    "You!" The Asian girl suddenly screams while pointing at me in anger. "How did you break all my predictions?" 

    At those words, my mind races to a singular conclusion, and my eyes widen when I remember a woman with similar features back in the room where my mother was killed. She appears much younger now, and her ethnicity has changed, as have her clothes. But even through all that, I can tell that it's the same person who sneered at Aurelia back then. 

    "Framtith!" Rolan exclaims behind me. Framtith's real name is Yuna, the Guide of Tomorrow - the most wicked of the Old Humans. Her distinctly Asian name now has a matching face. 

    "Precanta!!!" Aurelia roars in rage when she sees the false goddess responsible for Vanadia's death, and her golden hair undulates as she momentarily loses control of her output. 

    The time for vengeance is now.

  


   
    Chapter 157 - Future Perfect 

      

      

    The Golden Queen doesn't waste a moment on using the golden weapons floating around her and pulls Vanadia's Will from her palm. But when she points it at the Old Human, Korenga flies across the room after being thrown by Skovrider and blocks the monomolecular whips with her large back. The force of the impact sends the Black God flying across the room, but she hasn't sustained a single scratch even from such a destructive weapon. 

    In the next moment, Skovrider zooms past me and delivers a devastating gut punch to the Golden Queen that throws her back into the room we came from. Before I can worry about her, I see Alexander pulling his hand from the panel and inputting something on his wristwatch. 

    My Chaos-senses tingle, telling me that a dozen life signs are approaching rapidly from below. Moments later, six capsules appear from openings in the ground around the walls, and their lids blow open to reveal naked Vanadia clones. Unlike the Curiosity Collectors, these retain their horns and growl like animals. 

    "Gelvath?" I hear Gram mutter in disbelief behind me. It would seem that he encountered a Vanadia clone before. The red demons roar and charge at us, clearly programmed to protect the Old Humans. 

    I unleash a plasma breath at Alexander to prevent him from calling more reinforcements. But an invisible barrier scatters the beam into nothingness. Yuna steps between us with a casually raised hand, making it clear that it's her power. 

    Then, one of the Vanadia clones singles me out. I turn my arm cannon and blast it in the face. The demon falls at my feet with half its face burned away, but I notice right away that the wound is glowing and bubbling, and the cells are clearly still alive. It will regenerate soon. 

    Before I can decide whether to eat it or erase it in plasma fire, another runs past me toward Rolan and the others. Throwing a spirit spear, I pierce its torso from the side and draw its attention. A third already comes at me, and I have to fend it off. 

    Still, the other Vanadia clones continue toward Kamii, Daica, and the humans. The latter plant their feet and intend to stand their ground. The big dark elf looses a crossbow bolt that splatters into a sticky substance on the first red demon's face. It claws at the adhesive to free its mouth and nostrils, effectively taking it out of the battle for the moment. 

    Kamii shoots Rolan and Gram a glance, and the two humans get her signal. They fought side by side for long enough to be able to do so without words, even if their relationship was strained by the events over the past year. Since Roshanee is broken, and his only other weapon is a chipped short sword, he throws himself into battle as a distraction to allow Kamii to unleash her power. 

    Luna shoots a plasma beam that cuts through two of the Vanadia clones. But instead of severing their bodies, the heat only burns away some of their flesh, allowing them to regenerate. 

    Neer cowers in fear but watches the battle unfold. I don't expect mental gymnastics from her, but it seems that she has yet to come to the conclusion that this might be the right time to run away. 

    Korenga is locking hands with Skovrider. A Vanadia clone climbs onto her back and bites her in the shoulder, resulting in it losing all of its teeth. Still, the distraction proves enough for the Walker of the Wild to shift his position and push her into a steel wall as if it were made of foam. 

    "Take it somewhere else!" Alexander shouts while looking up from his work, appearing more indignant than fearful. There's no question that the circular platform in the center of the large room is a transportation circle. He must be repairing it since it was damaged in Kerry's attacks, so he would hate it if it were destroyed in this battle. 

    I explosively transform into Kiamedras and ram one of the Vanadia clones into Yuna's barrier with my snout. It holds even against a powerful physical impact, so I'll have to find a different way around it. 

    Swinging the club-like tail at Skovrider, I hit him in the side. But despite the mass and force behind it, he doesn't even budge and grabs hold of my tail. I try to pull myself free, but he holds me in place while pushing Korenga's head into the wall with one hand. 

    I turn the tip of the tail into a maw to swallow the Proxima, but he unleashes a wave of heat from his skin that burns my insides. I don't let that discourage me and cover the inside with heat-resistant dragon scales. Seeing this, he draws back from Korenga and generates a concussive blast from his palm that knocks my tail away. 

    I gather all my mass together and turn into the form I had when I fought the Black God that night she went on a rampage. Pumping everything I have into this body, I increase my density to the maximum and punch the Vanadia clone peeling itself off Yuna's barrier. Its skull is shattered against the invisible wall, but it has no further effect. 

    Turning away from the female Old Human, who stares at me with an apprehensive look, I head for Skovrider, who's still busy with Korenga. At that time, I notice that the red demons that attacked the others have almost overwhelmed them. Gram's shield lies shattered on the floor, and a Vanadia clone is trying to rip the big man apart with its claws. 

    Before I can decide whether to help, I find Kamii using her cursed arm to send the other Vanadia clones flying. Rolan comes to the big man's aid and rams the broken Roshanee into the red demon's lower back. It severs its spine, causing its legs to give out. As it falls forward, Kamii is there with an uppercut that breaks its neck and snaps its head backward. She brings down her crab pincer and slams the red demon's head into its own spine. 

    Then I'm in range of my opponent and throw a fist at his flank. But he reacts immediately and deflects my attack before grabbing my throat. The vise-like grip crushes my hardened exterior, but I quickly soften up and slip through his grasp. Winding around his body, I constrict him like a giant snake and try to break his limbs. 

    I remember too late that this iteration of the Proxima most likely has Vanadia's indestructible black bones. Alexander's personal protector would never have outdated or second-grade equipment. Before I can change my strategy, Skovrider rips me apart by quickly spreading his arms. Grabbing the two pieces, he throws them in opposite directions of the room as if knowing that I can regenerate. 

    But that gives Korenga time to break out from the steel wall she was pushed into earlier. With a roar, she charges into Skovrider, and for the first time, he's shaken by the impact. Still, he's far stronger than Pakangaroa, as he easily matches the Black God without needing a weapon this time. 

    As the two beings closest to true gods without using the Reality Engine duke it out, I grow a tendril across the room and reconnect to my lost half. Pulling myself together, I try to discern how much Yuna's invisible shield covers by unleashing a plasma breath and sweeping across it. The deadly payload scatters across the room but doesn't hit the intended target. 

    "Pointless." The Guide of Tomorrow states with a self-assured smile. But as if to spite her, a horizontal whirlwind whips through the room and cuts deep grooves into the steel ceiling and floor. It hits the barrier and appears to rip through it, but the force dissipates before reaching Yuna. With a terrified look, the Old Human steps back and raises her hands. 

    Before Aurelia can unleash another wave with Vanadia's Will, Skovrider separates from Korenga and steps in its path. His left hand disappears in a blur, then makes a fist that appears to be cut into by something invisible. This is the first time I see him hurt, as golden liquid drips from the gashes in his hand. 

    He caught all the monomolecular whips with one hand. Yanking on it, he pulls Aurelia toward him, but I step in and take the punch for her. Letting his right fist sink into my face, I intend to swallow him even if he uses heat to burn me. I'll deal with it once he's inside my infinite depths. 

    "Are you sure you want to do that?" Skovrider asks in a calm tone as his wrist disappears into my face. His deep voice sounds exactly the same as Pakangaroa's, and it appears to trigger something in the Black God, who roars in rage when she hears him speak. 

    Now that I think about it, this is almost exactly the same scene she witnessed in the royal palace of Quiraqui when Nemesis swallowed Forty-One. However, he shouldn't know anything about that. 

    "I have a pretty big bomb inside me." But when Skovrider continues, I understand what he means. Of course, he would have an incredible power source inside his body, which could be turned into a bomb. If I swallow him, he will detonate it as a last resort and turn me to ash in the process. 

    Letting go of Skovrider's arm, I suppress a shudder when I remember the sensation of Aldebrand exploding from inside me. In the next moment, my head is splattered from behind when Korenga punches me with all her might. 

    "It's done!" As I regrow my head, I hear Alexander exclaim and look over to find him standing up from the panel on the floor. A humming sound permeates the room, and the surface of the transportation circle begins to glow. As I thought, he intends to run away. 

    The blonde boy activates his wristwatch again, upon which a dozen more capsules slide up from holes in the floor next to the walls and unleash more Vanadia clones. Some of them appear unfinished, pulled from their vats to buy time until the circle has fully activated. 

    Aurelia uses her golden weapons to lift Korenga from the ground so that she can't keep attacking me. At the same time, she controls her own body to keep Skovrider in check as he still holds the monomolecular whips from Vanadia's Will. 

    Yuna sneers at me and turns away to join Alexander on the platform as the Vanadia clones swarm me and the others. I unleash a plasma breath at her, but she reacts without even seeing it and casually waves a hand to raise her invisible barrier once more. 

    "Quit your unsightly struggles. I can see the future. All of this is useless." She declares with a scoff. 

    "Yet, you didn't see that we would win here, and you'd have to run away with your tail between your legs." I taunt her with a tilt of my head and spread my arms in a challenging gesture. Her eyes narrow at those words, and she turns to me fully. It would seem that she's easily controlled by her emotions. 

    "A small miscalculation." Putting her hands on her hips, she walks up to the barrier and answers with an expression that tells me she's frustrated inside. It would appear that she's mentally as much a child as she is physically, even though she should be thousands of years old. "It won't happen again." 

    "What makes you think there will be a next time?" Aurelia comments by my side. Two golden swords shoot out from nowhere, impale Yuna from behind and nail her against her own barrier. The Golden Queen must have snuck them past the barrier when her earlier attack broke through it. "That is for Vanadia." 

    The Old Human coughs up blood and looks down at herself in surprise. Her expression appears to be genuine, which makes it so much more satisfying. 

    The barrier disappears, and the pierced body falls forward lifelessly. It vanishes before it hits the ground, leaving behind what appears to be a sphere of clay, skewered by the golden swords. 

    "I told you, I can see the future." Yuna's voice echoes through the room. The space a few steps behind the pierced sphere flutters like a veil being pushed aside, and a black-haired girl steps out from the other side. Unlike the fake projection, this one wears a rose-colored kimono covered in white cherry blossoms tied with a black and white sash. 

    I stare at her appearance in utter confusion, but Aurelia pulls the two blades from the sphere and sends them at what is most likely the real Yuna this time. However, they're repelled by an invisible barrier that spans half of the room. And this time, the Golden Queen has no weapons on the other side anymore. 

    Skovrider decides that he no longer wants to be held in check by Vanadia's Will entangled around his left hand and rips it off with his other hand. His skin and synthetic muscles are torn from the indestructible black bones, but he doesn't seem to care. Before Aurelia can react, he zooms forward and kicks the Golden Queen in the flank. It sends her flying into the floating Korenga, propelling both of them across the room. 

    To his surprise, Kamii suddenly appears in Aurelia's place. She approached while hidden behind her voluminous hair and now strikes at his chest with her crab pincer. It would appear that everybody fighting in the backline fell off his radar, and the little dark elf used the second wave of Vanadia clones to build up her combo counter further. 

    However, Skovrider raises a hand and catches the cursed arm in his palm. It was enough to send Vanadia clones flying and splatter them against the walls, but even a powered-up hit doesn't even cause him to budge an inch. 

    He then draws back his regenerating hand, and I stare in terror. If he hits Kamii, she will die! 

    But something black and white suddenly flies through the room and impacts Skovrider in the chest. The force explodes out in a shockwave and sends him flying backward. He crashes through Yuna's barrier and comes to a skidding halt in front of Alexander's feet, who stares in shock. It doesn't look like the Proxima is wounded, though, as he gets back up immediately. 

    "Kerry!" Alexander exclaims in anger when he sees his younger sibling. The onyx-skinned child of the sun stares at their brother through the slits in their spiked helmet, seemingly unsure what to do now that they've come face to face with him. 

    "Do it, Kerry!" I call out to the God of Comets and point at Alexander. But before they can make a decision, Yuna steps in and points at them with her head tilted back. 

    "What are you doing here, special-needs kid?" She asks haughtily, causing Kerry to flinch. Then she looks across the room from face to face and shows an exaggerated expression of realization. "So you are with these lesser beings now? I suppose that is where you belong." 

    The Child of the Sun shivers all over, which tells me that their trauma didn't come from just Alexander's torment and their mother's attitude toward them. Yuna and the other Old Humans must have played a part in it as well. 

    "Leave Kerry alone!" I roar and shoot forward but crash into Yuna's barrier. Banging my fist on it in anger, I glare at the Japanese-looking girl on the other side. "Come out here and fight, you coward!" 

    "Keep barking, creature. I do not dirty my hands with your ilk." The Old Human sneers at me, then spreads her arms in a grand gesture. "We shalt meet again in the capital of the demons when the corrupt creatures drown in the onslaught of the lesser humans. Then, thou shalt look up at me, crawling in the dirt, broken and defeated, and know thine place in this world." 

    She employed the same language and mannerism as the Stormcrow as if delivering a prophecy. We already know that she's behind the blind seer, but it's her way of mocking us before escaping through the transportation circle. 

    "Behind you!" Alexander suddenly shouts right as Yuna turns away to join him on the platform. Before the Guide of Tomorrow can react, Daica silently lunges out from between two of the capsules that brought in the Vanadia clones. Yuna's eyes widen, but she's too slow to react as the big dark elf slaps her across the face. 

    For a moment, there's only silence, and the Old Human holds her cheek while looking up at Daica. Her head must be filled with utter confusion; she had the drop on her but opted for nothing more than a slap. Then she notices the big dark elf's bare hands, and her eyes widen in terror. 

    "You-" Yuna mutters, but Daica's curse begins to take effect. The Guide of Tomorrow touches her wrinkling cheek from which blackness spreads, then claws at her face and screams in agony. Falling to her knees from the pain, she raises a hand toward the big dark elf, who merely looks down at the Old Human coldly. 

    Suddenly, the room is illuminated by a flash of light. When it fades, the transportation circle is empty, and there's no sign of Alexander or his Proxima. Yuna turns her head, and her already terrified expression turns even more miserable. Her allies have abandoned her. 

    She falls forward onto the floor and gasps for air as the curse spreads from her face to her neckline and below. It causes the skin and flesh to wither and seemingly rot within moments. Aurelia begins to walk over from the other side of the room while staring at Yuna. She must be reminded of Vanadia's final moments when the illness the Guide of Tomorrow inflicted on her made her body rot in a similar way. 

    As the curse covers the Old Human's entire body, her blackened skin begins to crumble. Even then she isn't given the release of death and is forced to live through the agony. Maybe she's trying to heal herself through the Reality Engine, but curses appear to be something apart from the system. 

    Nobody says a word, and we watch as Yuna's movements grow slower. Her rotting eyes that darted between our faces in hopes of salvation - or a quick, merciful death - shrink into their sockets. Her skin flakes off, as does the blackened flesh underneath, and her bones become exposed. 

    Even then, death doesn't come for her, as her faltering lungs draw one more agonizing breath that she expels in a gurgling attempt at a scream. Finally, her organs decay, and even her blackened bones crumble. In the end, her form turns into a pile of dust, leaving only the cherry blossom kimono as evidence that she ever existed at all. 

    I can tell from Aurelia's pained expression that seeing Yuna's end didn't give her any satisfaction and only opened old wounds. I put a hand around her shoulder and pull her in, and she lets it happen without resistance. Hopefully, this will at least give her a measure of closure. 

    "So..." Rolan says while looking up to scan the room. "Is this it?" 

    I understand what he means. Could this be nothing more than another projection, and the real Yuna escaped with Alexander? But his reaction when he warned of Daica's attack tells me that this was indeed the real one. The Old Human Yuna, the Guide of Tomorrow, is truly dead. 

    "Warning. Self-destruct sequence initiated." Suddenly, a pleasant female voice announces from the invisible speakers throughout the room. Everybody looks around in confusion, but I assume that Alexander did something before teleporting away with Skovrider. "Commencing in five... four..." 

    My mind races and time seems to slow to a standstill. We can escape through the transportation circle, but can I round up everybody before it happens? Also, Senka is still in the security room, and I won't be able to save her. Furthermore, how big will the explosion be? Will those who stayed behind in the city survive? 

    "Three, two... Self-destruct sequence aborted." The announcer declares instead of counting down any further. I blink my eyes a few times and look left and right. Everybody else is also confused by this strange turn of events. 

    "I'll have none of that nonsense, thank you very much." Senka's voice speaks into my mind. It would seem that she stopped the self-destruct sequence from the surveillance room somehow. 

    "I'm going to hug and kiss you when I come and get you." I respond to the doll girl, suppressing the urge to jump up and down in joy. After all, I'm the only one who can hear her right now, so everybody else would think I lost my mind. 

    "That's a threat, not a reward." Senka replies in a snarky tone. I don't care how much she struggles; I'll shower her in love the moment I see her again. 

    Some of the Vanadia clones are still regenerating even as parts of their bodies have been completely destroyed. I look over at Korenga, who pounds away on one such clone, having missed everything that went down surrounding Yuna. The Black God most likely doesn't even know what a monumental victory this was. 

    "What happened in here?" Neer peeks in through the doorway, causing everybody to spin their heads around to her. Shrinking under the attention, she tries to make herself as small as possible. But then she sees the undulating piles of flesh trying to reform into humanoid shapes and recoils. "What are those?!" 

    "I'll clean up, so you go over to the next room." I raise a hand and gesture in Neer's direction. By cleaning up, I mean that I'll eat and break down the Vanadia clones, and I don't want others to see this gruesome work. As they gingerly follow my order, I walk over to Korenga and put a hand on her shoulder. "That includes you, Korenga." 

    The Black God stops and turns around with a glare. She didn't let anything else distract her from pounding the Vanadia clone into a pulp, but my voice calling her name seems to pull her back from the other side. She looks down at her victim, then grunts in dissatisfaction when she realizes it's still twitching. 

    Hammering it with both her fists one more time for good measure, Korenga stands up and sighs. A moment later, the blackness retreats from her skin, and she returns to her usual self. It's surprising how well she has her cursed transformation under control since her encounter with Nemesis. Maybe this is an effect of having been in close proximity to me, another being who dispenses curses, for so long. 

    Once she's over in the next room with the others, I glance down at Yuna's remains one more time. The ash is slowly disappearing as if breaking down even further. Daica's curse appears to have grown in strength since I last saw her use it. I don't know what happened in the time I was away, but now that we're reunited, I'll have plenty of time to learn all about it. 

    When I look up, I find that Kamii and Daica are peeking in through the doorway. They're staring at me silently, with the latter showing a rare resolute expression. When they see that I've become aware of them, they walk into the teleportation room and approach me. 

    "I want you to show me." Daica demands, speaking clearly without a stutter. I understand what she means immediately. She's the only one of my lovers whom I haven't shown my true appearance. 

    Hestia was corrupted because she witnessed it. Kamii got to see it in the transportation circle room when the professors confronted me. Despite being a human, Aurelia wasn't shaken by looking into my Crawling Chaos face. Tokomaha saw me transform during the many battles we fought in Pacha. All my lovers know what I really am, except for Daica. 

    I always feared that the big dark elf would react like the weak-willed humans that lost their minds when they saw me. But Asoko was frozen in her true form in Arkaim castle, and she was there when she transformed. That means she wants me to show her rather than being satisfied with having seen it second-hand because of my other half. 

    "There's not much about it." I scratch the back of my head and smile wryly. Then I begin to transform, not in a burst as I would for combat, but slowly so that I don't surprise them. The two dark elves' eyes open wide when I show them what I really look like without hiding anything this time. 

    Daica walks over slowly and extends a hand toward me. Touching my undulating tentacle muscle strands with her bare skin, she blushes at the sensation. Then she looks up at me with her amethyst galaxy eyes that appear to be swirling from the excitement. 

    "Incredible." Despite looking straight into my face, she doesn't seem to feel any terror. Maybe those who are corrupted are unaffected by the true appearance of a Cosmic Horror. 

    "You can feel it all you like when we're done here." Kamii breaks the moment and brings down her crab pincer on one of the regenerating Vanadia clones. Her combo counter has reset, so it's nothing more than a regular strike. 

    Separating from me and flushing a reddish-purple, Daica averts her gaze. But then, she looks up at me with a beaming expression I didn't think she was capable of making. 

    "I want to feel all of you this time." She breathes in the most enticing tone imaginable, and my mind explodes into sparks. If I had any less self-control, I would have pushed her down right here, even if everybody in the next room could hear it. In fact, I would want them to hear how much I love her. 

    Returning to my human form, I avert my eyes awkwardly; I never expected that an assertive Daica would hit me this hard. Then I notice Kamii sneering at me smugly. This is the first time I've seen her make such an expression too. She must have learned much from Senka in my absence. 

    These dark elf sisters are too much for me. 

      

    Everybody is reunited in Alexander's private chambers. Tahiri and Aratio float into the transportation room to check out the circle. They learned that Alexander escaped without passing by them, so they want to see how he did it. Tokomaha is looking around with her thick eyebrows furrowed in displeasure; there's not a hint of nature to be seen inside the Death Moon. 

    Hestia has woken up by now and is sitting on a metal chair with a blanket over her shoulders to hide her wing stumps. Dregana is still standing by her side like a faithful puppy, not wanting to leave her alone in such a vulnerable state. I won't let that be the end of her days of soaring through the skies; I'll find a way to restore her wings. 

    But that's for after we return to Arkaim. 

    "Here's your judgment." I put down the thoroughly ruffled Senka and declare while pointing at Rolan. The leader stares at me in surprise for a moment, not expecting me to do this right now. Then he lowers his head, and both Gram and Sigurd appear ready to accept whatever I have in store for them. Only Luna looks back and forth between the three men and me, racking her brain for words of protest. "You will help me rid this world of the false gods and their influence. Only then will you be pardoned for your sins." 

    Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax stare at me in bafflement. They chased the Chosen One across the Dominion to bring him before me so that I could judge him personally. But the possibility that I would be showing mercy to the murderer of my mother must have never entered their minds. 

    Rolan and Luna appear to be as shocked as the demons. Gram blinks his eyes as his mind works in overdrive to make sense of my words. Only the bard smiles softly, silently expressing his gratefulness as he understands how deeply I must have considered this issue. 

    Kamii and Daica don't look surprised at all and readily accept my decision of not killing Rolan and the others. 

    "You are more magnanimous than I am, Chaos." Aurelia states with a skeptical look. Then she shakes her head and turns away as if to say that it was a boring conclusion. 

    "You... would forgive me?" Rolan seems unable to grasp the situation and glances between the Golden Queen and me. "Because of me, the Dominion... Don't you hate me?" 

    "Listen here." I grab his shirt and pull him close to my face. "You can wallow in your self-loathing and regret for all I care. But don't decide what I should be feeling." 

    Staring at me with his mouth hanging open in speechlessness, Rolan can't find a response to that. When I let him go, he falls onto his bottom and looks up at me dumbfounded. 

    "And I don't remember forgiving you just like that. You have your work cut out for you." I look down at the fallen hero with a cold gaze. Although Aurelia's assessment that I'm more magnanimous than her was meant as praise, it can also be taken as criticism. After all, even if it wasn't Rolan's strength that killed my mother, he was still ready to swing his sword at the time. "In either case, we're done here." 

    Turning around, I walk toward the transportation room. Alexander and Skovrider left through the circle, and it hasn't been damaged since, so we should be able to use it. Although it wouldn't take long to fly to Arkaim in my jet form, having this transportation circle here is quite handy. 

    This Death Moon is a treasure trove for Old Human technology. While I'm not tech-savvy, Senka and Kerry can surely help out. And after returning to Arkaim, I'll bring Kleihn and her gremlin clan here so they can start analyzing the technology for the Dominion to use. Having energy guns and fighter aircraft will surely overwhelmingly tip the balance in our favor. We could use them to enforce peace with the humans. 

    Furthermore, freeing the new humans employed inside this Death Moon from their indoctrination could help break the Old Humans' hold over the world. We have so much evidence of their wrongdoings here, and these people witnessed much of it. Once the truth spreads, they will never be able to take control again. 

    But first, we'll need to beat back the Alliance invasion and save the Dominion. Big changes are coming after this first victory against the Old Humans. After losing one of their own, they won't be playing around against us anymore. 

    I shake my head and gather my thoughts. There's no point in worrying about what they could do; it's what bound Aurelia for many centuries until everything dear to her in this world had already disappeared. This time, we have to keep fighting regardless of their threats. 

    "Come on. We're leaving." When I look back, I find that nobody has followed me, so I wave them over. 

    "Where to?" Kamii asks, and I give her a warm smile. 

    "Home." 

    

  


   
    Afterword 

      

      

    Chaos is in her harem. All's right with the world. 

      

    This is the beginning of the counterattack, the start of the revolution to change the world! Chaos and the girls are reunited, they're stronger than ever, and they have the power of love and friendship on their side. False gods, beware! 

      

    Jokes aside, I'm sure this is what many people have been waiting for: Chaos taking a win. And this time, it's a big one, too. But would it have been as satisfying if not for the long road leading up to this point? 

      

    I'm looking forward to fan thoughts, in reviews or comments~ 

      

    A big thank you to Peperon, the extraordinarily talented artist who brought my vision to life in his incredible style. This is the first time that there are more than two characters on the cover, and it might be the enduring trend for the last two volumes. Stay tuned! 

      

    As always, a big Thank You to all my Patrons and that one lone Subscriber. I'm really surprised but happy that so many people have stayed with me even when I haven't uploaded any web content in such a long time. Your presence is what motivates me to work harder! 

      

    Here are the warriors who defend our dream: 

      

    Keith Forsman 

    Lynx 

    Adam Shanks, Amelyea, blitzgerg, Bobkatze, Carlos Ruiz, 

    Carmine Tambaro, chris, Erin, Gabe Olah, Holden Pyrakhovsky, Ilsig, Nanoline, Nanu Nakoo, Roseline Bloom, Rudi Flesvik, Slaughter0tter, sublethalrex 

    James Button, AiAi-Lynette, Blank, Christopher Henry, closeded, cosmo hollen, Dakota Grothoff, Danny Galbreath, Derfflinger, diesonduty214, Hawk, Healerbob, Jamie Barraclough, keven zukunft, Kiks, littlekerr, MastaDoom, Neachtain, Orakuru, Passel, 

    Ruination Knight, Ryno Flowers, Sage Albino, Shoeknight, 

    Skylar Knight, Steffan Paul Nilsson, TheeM, Val Argent, 

    Yannick Lange, Zachery Shumar, Frederic Kaiser, HauBass Tec 

    taichi1082, Aryn, Brian Teagle, Dante Perez, DeathIsABishi, 

    Demian Buckle, Felipe monell, Francis Kinney, Jan Henning Bruns, John T Gordon, Keno, Kevin Colovos, Marvin S., Rafa P, SealShadow, Slevin, Tetrakern, Wanaziba, Zyke Kyzari, xPuky 

    Bernard, ashadun, Basiliskengift Lp, Blu Worth, Cameron Badman, Cryostorm, Deathbricks, DJay, Ella Quinn Lagerquist, Jackie, 

    James Daciuk, Jan Teriete, john, Joshua Russell, Kaede Kagami, kire, Liaira, Lord Lucifer, Lordmod, Malte Lemke, mike slamovitz, MonitorMan, Nilo, OspreyJax, Peter Armstrong, Programan, Raistlin, Ravensleeper, Saoria, SiyZin, tieruka, Yuri Dmitrievych 

      

    This list is incomplete; you can help by expanding it. 

      

    And special thanks to the one Subscriber who is still around on my inactive SubscribeStar, in this context quite ironically named: 

    Imemyself 

      

    Finally, a dedication to all the readers who have been with me from the beginning and those who joined this journey starting with the books. Please continue to support the Chaos in the future! 

      

    I aim to finish volume 7 before Christmas this year, but I won't make promises... 

      

    May 2021 

    J.J. Pavlov (Meakashi)

  


   
    Links and References 

      

    ebook ISBNs: 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 1 - The Tentacle Awakens 

    978-3-9819877-0-6 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 2 - Academy Days 

    978-3-9819877-2-0 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 3 - Starchild Crusaders 

    978-3-9819877-4-4 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 4 - A Space Oddity 

    978-3-9819877-6-8 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 5 - The Divine Seven 

    978-3-9819877-8-2 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 7 - The Return of the Queen 

    978-3-96934-002-8 

      

    Paperback ISBNs: 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 1 - The Tentacle Awakens 

    978-3-9819877-1-3 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 2 - Academy Days 

    978-3-9819877-3-7 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 3 - Starchild Crusaders 

    978-3-9819877-5-1 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 4 - A Space Oddity 

    978-3-9819877-7-5 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 5 - The Divine Seven 

    978-3-9819877-9-9 

    Demon Princess Magical Chaos Vol 7 - The Return of the Queen 

    978-3-96934-003-5 

      

    Patreon: 

    https://www.patreon.com/meakashi 

      

    Discord: 

    https://discord.gg/UfpKtrX 

  


    
      Table of Contents

      
        	
          Chapter 131 - Triumphant Retreat
        

        	
          Chapter 132 - After The Chaos
        

        	
          Chapter 133 - No More Separation
        

        	
          Chapter 134 - Escape From Sanctum
        

        	
          Chapter 135 - The Castle In The Sky
        

        	
          Chapter 136 - Divine Intervention
        

        	
          Chapter 137 - On Foreign Shores
        

        	
          Chapter 138 - Wake Of Destruction
        

        	
          Chapter 139 - The Blood Pack
        

        	
          Chapter 140 - Band Of Fate
        

        	
          Chapter 141 - Cross - Country Expedition
        

        	
          Chapter 142 - A Pirate's Life For Me
        

        	
          Chapter 143 - Master And Commander
        

        	
          Chapter 144 - Here Be Sea Dragons
        

        	
          Chapter 145 - Conspiracy Revealed
        

        	
          Chapter 146 - Breaking Point
        

        	
          Chapter 147 - Fire And Ice
        

        	
          Chapter 148 - Last Kingdom
        

        	
          Chapter 149 - The Menace From Below
        

        	
          Chapter 150 - False Prophet
        

        	
          Chapter 151 - Green Hell
        

        	
          Chapter 152 - Paradise Lost
        

        	
          Chapter 153 - Under The Steel Sky
        

        	
          Chapter 154 - Wings of Freedom
        

        	
          Chapter 155 - An End To Curiosity
        

        	
          Chapter 156 - Shattered Prediction
        

        	
          Chapter 157 - Future Perfect
        

        	
          Afterword
        

      

    
    
      Guide

      
        	
          Cover
        

      

    
  OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
!  Paths of Exiles

iten by
¢ ' 1J. Pavloy
- ? Hluseated by

- Peperon





